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ABSTRACT
Federal law states that any student suspected of having a disability must meet initial eligibility requirements in order to qualify for special education services. Moreover, an individual education program (IEP) team is required by federal law to re-evaluate each student with a disability, tri-annually, in order to assess his or her continued need for such services. The path toward
initial eligibility is clearly outlined within federal legislation; however, the law does not explicate
a path for declassification, or exiting, from special education services. Because of this, many students may remain labeled as a student with a disability when they may no longer require the specialized instruction or related services provided through special education. The purpose of this
study, therefore, was to describe the experiences of high school special education leaders regarding declassification of students from receiving special education services. By conducting one-onone, semi-structured interviews with seven special education leaders, the research questions

helped to reveal their lived experiences as well as the processes and procedures they have utilized when discussing and determining declassification as an appropriate option for students
served through special education. Additionally, the researcher’s field notes were used as a data
source in order to add to the phenomenological value of the study. Respondents consistently
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and additionally noted how those parental responses impacted their response to the situation, as a
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by providing a unique lens for practitioners and policy makers to consider.
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CHAPTER 1
ELIGIBILITY AND DECLASSIFICATION IN SPECIAL EDUCATION
Educating students with disabilities (SWD) requires practitioners to possess a myriad of
skills for the numerous legal responsibilities placed upon local schools and school districts, as
mandated by federal education law. The primary tenets of special education accountability are
the identification, evaluation, placement, and monitoring of students who are identified as having
a disability in one or more of the thirteen federally-recognized categories of disability (IDEIA,
2004). Within the evaluation and placement tenets, federal legislation clearly defines guidelines
for a student to become eligible to receive special education services; however, the procedures
for being re-evaluated regarding the continued need of those services with a path toward declassification, or exiting, from such services are not as clearly defined (Education Rule, 2016). This
lack of clarity in federal guidelines could lead to many students becoming eligible for special education services and remaining labeled as a student with a disability for the entirety of his or her
educational career when such services may no longer be necessary.
Funk (2011) noted the trend of students becoming eligible for special education services
at accelerated rates since special education became part of the educational options available to
students who qualify for such services, and he also raised concern with the minimal amount of
students who were declassified from such services. In his view, the breadth of services extended
to SWD learners has steadily increased with every successive piece of federal legislation; however, the number of students who earn their way out of services has been dismal. As such, this
dissertation sought to explore special education leaders’ experiences with declassifying students
from receiving special education services.
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In order to explore the topic of declassifying students from receiving special education
services, a review of legislative requirements for initial eligibility into receiving special education services was essential, because initial eligibility concerns would be critical to the conversation if declassification was being explored for a student. As a result, a review of the legislative
forerunners to special education, former and current federal legislation detailing the procedural
regulations for initial eligibility into receiving special education services, and the legislative regulations for a change in eligibility status, such as declassification. A further review of scholarly
literature regarding concerns noted with initial eligibility practices, pervasive opinions, and examples of declassification within different levels of schooling was also addressed.
Special education is a field rife with jargon and acronyms. For the purpose of clarity, and
in order to allow for uniformity of definitions while reading this study, special education terms
utilized within this study are defined below:
Assessment, similar to evaluation, refers to the administration of a battery of psychological measures, as appropriately identified by a school system, for the purposes of gaining data required to determine the presence of a suspected disability (Education Rule, 2016).
Declassification refers to the removal, or stopping, of all special education services and
placing the student back into the general education setting (Education Rule, 2016).
Eligibility, or eligible, refers to the process by which students qualify to receive special
education services through IDEIA (2004) and, therefore, have an Individual Education Program
(IEP) in place at their current school (Education Rule, 2016; IDEIA, 2004).
Evaluation, similar to assessment, refers to the administration of a battery of psychological assessments in order to make an IEP team decision regarding special education eligibility or
in-eligibility (Education Rule, 2016).
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Individual Education Program (IEP) refers to the written and agreed upon document, discussed at least annually, and determined to be the best course of individualized academic or behavioral actions for each student served through special education (Congressional Research Service, 1985).
Initial eligibility refers to the first time a student is determined to be eligible for special
education services (Education Rule, 2016).
Re-assessment refers to the re-administering of a battery of psychological measures, as
appropriately identified by a school system, for the purposes of gaining data required to determine the presence of a suspected disability (Education Rule, 2016).
Re-determination refers to the tri-annual examination of all pieces of data, including psychological assessment data, in order to make an IEP team decision regarding continued special
education eligibility (Education Rule, 2016).
Students with disabilities (SWD) refers to any student who meets federal and state-based
disability criteria set forth in IDEIA (2004) and who is served through an IEP (Education Rule,
2016).
Significance of the issue.
In order to become initially eligible for special education services, a student is required to
take part in a comprehensive evaluation, including a battery of psychological assessments, meet
federal criteria as defined by current legislation, the Individuals with Disabilities in Education
Improvement Act (IDEIA, 2004), and have a multi-disciplinary individual education program
(IEP) team agree that services are required for that student to progress educationally. After initial
eligibility for special education services is established, an IEP is developed and reviewed annually, and the student’s eligibility is reviewed tri-annually in order to determine the continued
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presence of a disability that requires special education services. These steps are clearly outlined
within section 300 of the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) (Education Rule, 2016).
The process for the tri-annual re-determination of special education eligibility, also defined within section 300 of the CFR, entails reviewing the same pieces of data as are required for
initial eligibility; however, at the tri-annual re-determination, the IEP team has the authority to
determine that no additional assessments or information are required to continue special education eligibility for three additional years (Education Rule, 2016). If IEP teams at the tri-annual
re-determination period, therefore, are not conducting a thorough review of all elements of available data, as well as conducting additional psychological assessments to determine the continued
educational impact of a disability, they risk continuing a disability label which may no longer apply (Carlson & Parshall, 1996; Carlson & Reavey, 2000).
Additionally, federal law defines thirteen potential categories of special education eligibility (Education Rule, 2016). The majority of students who qualify for special education services under any of these exceptionality categories are made eligible during their elementary
school years (SRI International, 2005). Given this, students who receive academic assistance and
IEP accommodations throughout their elementary and middle school years may be able to overcome their academic weaknesses in order to be exited, or declassified, from special education
services in their high school years (Carlson & Parshall, 1996; Carlson & Reavey, 2000; Funk,
2011).
For tri-annual re-determination of special education eligibility, federal law states that a
re-evaluation “must occur at least once every 3 years, unless the parent and the public agency
agree that a reevaluation is unnecessary” (Education Rule, 2016). The word unless (Education
Rule, 2016) leads to many students remaining labeled as SWD learners when they may no longer
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meet federal or state criteria or require specialized instruction to progress academically. Without
an updated psychological evaluation, even if only in the areas of deficit, IEP teams risk overlooking data that could lead to a student earning the ability to be declassified.
Federal legislation that addresses declassification terms this process as a “change in disability status,” and simply notes that a student must be re-evaluated in order for such a change in
status to occur (IDEIA, 2004). However, the notion within the law that the IEP team can simply
agree that additional data from an updated psychological evaluation are not necessary to re-determine eligibility allows for ambiguity in the re-determination process. Put simply, the process for
declassification is not clearly outlined with definitive procedures or guidelines, leaving many
practitioners to guess what the intent of the law is in regard to this topic. Further, re-determination information as required by the law (Education Rule, 2016), may be assembled, considered,
and addressed within the tri-annual IEP and eligibility discussions, but it may not be considered
with the degree of fidelity needed in order to move students toward declassification. As Carlson
and Parshall (1996) succinctly stated, “We should see special education not as a permanent
placement, but as a system of support which some students are able to outgrow” (p. 99). If practitioners consistently focused annual IEP meetings and tri-annual re-determinations toward the potential of declassification, then more students may be able to be declassified and have the label of
special education removed.
Guiding Questions
In order to explore the above-noted problem, this study’s research questions were as follows:
1. What have been the experiences of high school special education leaders regarding
declassifying students from receiving special education services?
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2. What specific processes have special education leaders been involved with in regard
to declassifying students from receiving special education services?
As noted above, when a student is initially referred and made eligible to receive special
education services, the successive IEP teams who tri-annually review that student’s eligibility
bear the weight of responsibility in determining whether or not that student continues to require
special education services (Carlson & Parshall, 1996; Danforth, 2006; Education Rule, 2016;
IDEIA, 2004; Sewell, 2016). If IEP teams, particularly at the high school level, are not thoroughly exploring a student’s eligibility, in terms of enduring deficits in the initial area, or areas,
of deficit, then students who may no longer require special education services may continue to be
labeled as disabled when removing the label may be an option. Additionally, given that special
education leaders are charged with guiding compliance with federal procedures (Harper, 2012;
Shealey, Thomas, & Sparks, 2012; Slee, 2001), their perspectives and processes toward these
aims were worthy of further study, as was exploring the socially just notion of removing the label of special education from students who may be eligible to have it removed (Anastasiou,
Kauffman, & Michail, 2016; Carlson & Parshall, 1996; SRI International, 2005; Ysseldyke &
Bielinski, 2002).
Review of the Literature
In order to frame the boundaries within which special education practitioners are required
to demonstrate compliance, an important foundational understanding of historical special education underpinnings and intents is necessary. These underpinnings have served as guideposts for
successive pieces of special education legislation, as well as framed the margins within which
practitioners have served SWD learners since the 1960s. In addition to the fundamental origins
of special education, a review of federal legislative requirements for initial eligibility into special
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education, as well as the requirements for re-determination and declassification, throughout several major pieces of federal legislation regarding the education of SWD learners is critical to understanding special education practitioners’ frame of reference. Currently, literature regarding
the topic of declassification from special education services at the high school level has not been
widely studied; however, a review of studies currently available surrounding the topics of eligibility and declassification follows a timeline of legislative authorizations. Finally, an overview of
the demands placed upon special education leaders is also addressed, as these leaders play a pivotal role in the education of students with disabilities.
Special education forerunner.
The Brown v. Board of Education (1954) desegregation case is widely considered the
landmark court decision which gave rise to desegregation within public schools for not only racial matters but also matters of gender and disability (Esteves & Rao, 2008). As such, Brown
(1954) could be considered the beginnings of the social justice movement toward educational
services for students with disabilities. Following Brown (1954), the Education for All Handicapped Children (EAHC) (1966) and its successor, Public Law 94-142, enacted in 1975, furthered access to FAPE, or free appropriate public education, for SWD learners by mandating access to the least restrictive environment (LRE) for all students who were served through special
education (Shyman, 2015). EAHC (1966) and Public Law 94-142 (1975) could be considered
critical victories toward equity in services for students who received assistance through special
education. Since the inception of these pivotal legislative attainments, support and services for
students with disabilities have primarily been defined and monitored as a function of the amount
of time a student was included into mainstreamed, or general education, settings. This, however,
should not be seen as a comprehensive definition, because simply placing SWD learners, of any
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disability category, into a general education classroom does not equal appropriate instruction for
that student, but merely a definition of location (Shyman, 2015).
Special education legislation.
Special education legislation essentially began with the Education for All Handicapped
Children Act (EAHC) law in 1966, was amended into Public Law 94-142 (1975), was reauthorized in 1997 under the name of Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA), and was
again reauthorized in 2004 as the Individuals with Disabilities in Education Improvement Act
(IDEIA). A review of the evolution of special education legislation is critical to the declassification conversation, because foundational origins have bounded successive legislative directions.
Further, an understanding of the requirements several of these pieces of legislation enacted in regard to procedures for initial eligibility into special education, tri-annual re-determination, and
the potential for declassification, is necessary in order to have a basis of understanding of the demands put onto successive IEP teams after initial eligibility, as well as an understanding of the
scope of responsibility placed upon special education practitioners and leaders.
Eligibility regulations.
The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EAHC) of 1966, and Public Law 94142 (1975) (Pub. L. 94-142, 1975), were the groundbreaking precursors to modern special education legislation (Congressional Research Service, 1985). For the first time in educational history, SWD learners were given individual attention for their specific needs and schools were
mandated to provide a FAPE for SWD learners in the least restrictive environment (LRE) (Christensen & Dorn, 1997; Yell, & Drasgow, 2000). Both of these pieces of legislation held as their
primary aims the provision of special education services to those students who were in the most
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need of such services (Congressional Research Service, 1985). This primary aim is acutely noteworthy, because it established a foundational basis from which all future legislation extended. As
such, the legislative intent of these lawmakers indirectly set a social justice and philosophical
precedent for future special education service providers with which to comply. Put simply, PL
94-142 could be considered the pervasive origin of thought for special education services. This
idea cannot be overstated, as all subsequent legislation has stemmed from this set of laws, and,
therefore, all subsequent special education services have sprung from its aims.
At the time Public Law 94-142 (Pub. L. 94-142, 1975) was enacted, the law noted more
than eight million students within the United States could have been classified under the umbrella of special education; however, it also noted lawmakers’ belief that more than one million
SWD learners were not properly being educated. Therefore, this particular piece of legislation
was primarily focused on the identification and eligibility of students who may have a potential
disability in order to provide them with FAPE. Ten years after the institution of Pub. L. 94-142
(1975), concerns were noted with the number of learners made eligible and labeled as a student
with a specific learning disability (SLD). Among the myriad of options attributed as potential
reasons, misclassification, generous eligibility criteria, and the use of special education as an alternative placement where remedial or general education services were not fully funded were
listed as priority causes of over-classification (Congressional Research Service, 1985).
Amendments to Pub. L. 94-142 (1975) were initiated and an ensuing, reauthorized piece
of legislation, entitled Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA), took effect in 1997.
Among various logistical requirements for initial eligibility into special education, such as seeking informed consent from the parent(s) before a student could be evaluated, initial eligibility
regulations in IDEA 1997 included three critical elements:
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●

Schools were required to utilize a variety of assessment measures and protocols
throughout the course of the evaluation in order to gather appropriate academic
and functional data;

●

A sole data source could not be used to categorize a child as a child with a disability;

●

And a team of professionals, including the parent, was required to meet and consider all evaluation information in order to determine eligibility or in-eligibility
for special education services.

Additionally, initial eligibility regulations according to IDEA 1997 allowed for definitive
parental input, explicitly and repeatedly stating the value of a parent’s view in regard to determining the presence of a disability in his or her child (IDEA, 1997).
Current legislation guiding initial eligibility requirements, as provided through IDEIA
(2004), mirror those within IDEA 1997. No major revisions to initial eligibility procedures were
enacted with the 2004 piece of legislation, except to add the timeline of a maximum of 60 days
allowed to complete all elements of the initial eligibility process (IDEIA, 2004). The initial eligibility guidelines from the 1997 piece of legislation, therefore, remain applicable within current
practices.
Tri-annual re-determination.
EAHC (1966) and Public Law 94-142 were primarily concerned with the initial identification of students with disabilities since these learners had not been educated alongside their
peers without disabilities in the public education setting prior to their enactments. As such,
guidelines for the re-determination of eligibility for SWD learners was not their primary focus.
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Current federal special education legislation, however, specifically directs IEP teams to tri-annually re-determine if a student who is served through special education continues to require special education services to progress educationally (Education Rule, 2016). IDEA (1997) and
IDEIA (2004) are the two most recent pieces of federal special education legislation, and both
contain similar guidelines for the tri-annual redetermination process.
IDEA 1997 noted within its re-determination of eligibility procedures that a re-evaluation
of a child, which entails a battery of psychological assessments to be administered, should take
place at least one time every three years, if the child’s current conditions merit the need for a reevaluation, or if one of the child’s teachers or parents requests a re-evaluation. However, the reevaluation would not be required if the IEP team determined no additional data were necessary
to determine the student still required special education services to progress educationally. The
following data were required to be examined when re-determining a student’s eligibility:
●

Review of all current and existing data on a student, including previous evaluations, parental information, teacher information, related service provider information,

●

Current classroom performance and observation information,

●

Any additional parental input (IDEA, 1997).

IDEA 1997 noted in several places the requirement for parental input to be weighed in the
decision-making process for eligibility and re-determination of eligibility. Additionally, IDEA
(1997) provided parents the ability to request an updated psychological assessment, used to determine the continued presence of a disability. The language of IDEA 1997 further noted if the
parents or the child’s teacher did not request additional assessments be administered, then the tri-
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annual IEP team could continue with the re-determination affirmation without requiring a reevaluation.
IDEIA 2004 is the current set of laws defining requirements for educating SWD learners.
Similar to IDEA (1997), the re-determination process under this set of laws consists of reviewing
the following data:
●

Psychological evaluations conducted by the school system or private psychologists during initial eligibility (despite how long ago initial eligibility occurred),

●

Current classroom performance and observation information,

●

Current state and local assessments,

●

Any other information provided by the parent,

●

Any other data the IEP team deems necessary, including gaining parental consent
so additional (updated) psychological assessments can occur (Education Rule,
2016).

Under IDEIA (2004), re-determining a student as a student who continues to qualify for
special education services entails an IEP team specifying the continued impact of an identified
disability and the need for specialized instruction (Education Rule, 2016).
A distinct concern regarding this law’s re-determination process, however, is that IEP
teams may not possess the most pertinent information to determine the continued presence of a
disability when reviewing eligibility data every three years. Ineffectual re-determinations can
lead to students’ eligibilities tri-annually continued without updated, accurate data from a psychological re-evaluation to support the student continuing to exhibit difficulties that require special education services (Carlson & Reavey, 2000).
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Declassification regulations.
Declassification of students from receiving special education services entails changing
the eligibility status of students from eligible to ineligible, and, as such, requires an IEP team to
affirm specific evidence toward this claim. The path toward declassification, as an option for
SWD learners, however, is not distinctly specified within current special education legislation,
nor has it been historically addressed within previous pieces of legislation.
Though the content of Public Law 94-142 (1975) described requirements for evaluating
students using assessment instruments which were non-biased to a specific ethnicity, this particular piece of legislation did not specify a path toward declassification. Parents or guardians were
required to be notified of the school’s intent to change any piece of the student’s IEP, which
could include declassification intentions; however, declassification was not specifically stated
within the law. Public Law 94-142’s (1975) primary focus was on states’ identification of students with disabilities so that they could be educated and provided FAPE (Pub. L. 94-142, 1975).
IDEA (1997) included a brief section regarding a change in eligibility status, which could
be inferred to mean a change from eligible to ineligible; however, specific procedures were not
included regarding how to proceed toward this aim. The section noting procedures for change in
eligibility status was only one sentence in length, and it simply stated a child was required to be
evaluated according to evaluation standards set forth in the law’s previous sections before a
change in eligibility status could be determined (IDEA, 1997). No further explanation or steps
were included.
Since this specific section was only one sentence, and simply referred the reader back to
previous sections of the law, this could be a source of confusion for practitioners. Procedures for
initial eligibility evaluations were specifically defined, so if those are the procedures an IEP team
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must follow prior to changing a student’s eligibility status, then the steps were specific. IDEA
(1997) did not specify if these were the procedures the IEP team must follow to change eligibility status, however. Further ambiguity could ensue if an IEP team focused on the standards for
re-determination of eligibility as guidance for determining a change in eligibility status instead of
utilizing standards for initial eligibility. According to IDEA (1997), tri-annual re-determination
IEP teams can choose to not administer psychological evaluation assessments in order to determine eligibility; therefore, if these procedures were utilized, instead of the initial eligibility procedures, then an IEP team could simply determine a child was not eligible for special education
services simply by reviewing all pieces of data noted in the re-determination section of the law.
Put simply, IDEA (1997) did not provide a clear path toward declassification, because it did not
specify which evaluation procedures, initial or re-determination, an IEP team should follow
when discussing a change in eligibility status.
The current piece of federal special education legislation, IDEIA (2004), follows a similar
structure as the change in eligibility status notation within IDEA (1997). However, the 2004 version is slightly more specific than one sentence in that it also includes an explanation of requirements for a change in eligibility status after a child graduates with a regular diploma or when a
child ages out of the education setting according to respective state age regulations. Similar to
IDEA (2007), IDEIA (2004) procedures for a change in eligibility status notes that a student must
be evaluated according to the evaluation standards set forth in previous sections of the law in order for an IEP team to determine a change in eligibility status. Unfortunately, as with IDEA
(1997), IDEIA (2004) also directs readers to review both sections of eligibility determination, initial and re-determination, when specifying procedures for a change in eligibility status. Given
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this, the same ambiguity of which evaluation procedures to follow that was present in IDEA
(1997) continues to be present within current federal legislation.
Eligibility concerns.
Given the above information regarding the lack of specificity when discussing a change
in eligibility status, which could include declassification, IEP teams that determine initial eligibility bear an enormous weight when determining whether a child meets initial eligibility criteria
to be served within special education. This notion dictates that initial eligibility into receiving
special education services is an important factor in the declassification conversation. Students
who initially qualify for special education services do so under the banner of one or more of thirteen categories of special education eligibility (Education Rule, 2016), and the process to be declassified from those services could be ambiguous for successive IEP teams after initial eligibility. Though some categories of eligibility may necessitate lifelong services through special education or other related service agencies by virtue of their level of need, the categories of deafness, blindness, or severe intellectual disability, for example, such should not be considered the
case for all thirteen categories. The initial eligibility category, therefore, should be considered
crucially important when considering the ability of a student to eventually progress toward potential declassification from receiving special education services.
Errors in eligibility decisions.
Lee (2014) discussed diagnostic errors in a single case study of a kindergarten ChineseAmerican student in California who was identified as being a student with autism (AU) and
found initially eligible for special education services under this category. The student’s school
noted language delays and other diagnostic characteristics of autism, but Lee (2014) claimed the
school assessed the child for special education eligibility without her father's consent. Federal
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law requires parents or guardians must provide consent to the school district before any evaluative assessments can be administered to students when a disability is suspected (IDEIA, 2004).
As a result, the child’s father challenged the evaluation’s results and determination (Lee, 2014).
In addition to discussing the cultural and environmental factors that could have resulted
in what he termed as a misdiagnosis, Lee (2014) discussed the potential faulty knowledge of the
diagnosticians and school-based personnel who assessed the student, as well as what he determined was a faulty data gathering practice on the part of the school district. Regardless of the
reasons for this diagnostic outcome, the student’s father was able to challenge the assessment results in front of a judge and prevailed with having the evaluation removed from his daughter’s
school records (Lee, 2014).
Similarly, Sewell (2016) discussed the potential for oppressive tendencies in educational,
school-based psychologists when performing assessments of students for potential special education eligibility. Sewell (2016) cited the potential for educational psychologists to assess students
on measures such as norm-referenced tests, for example, which can be biased toward or against
certain cultures, and noted that such students could be unfairly labeled as a student with a disability, thus causing them to become unnecessarily marginalized within their educational settings.
Further, given the weight of the psychological assessment’s results in determining eligibility, Sewell (2016) noted the need for psychologists to utilize a variety of measures when determining a student’s overall cognitive abilities, because the psychological report could result in the
recommendation for the student to receive special education services. Sewell (2016) referred to
such a practice as “educational consequences” (p. 4), language that intimates the significant impact of labeling a student as a person with a disability, due to the potential for marginalization.
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In his concluding discussion, Lee (2014) noted federal laws regarding special education
eligibility and the need for schools to comply with them. Sewell (2016) reached similar conclusions for educational psychologists, again, noting the weightiness with which their reports are
held by an IEP team determining initial eligibility. Lee (2014) also contended that diagnostic errors were more easily made when assessing students who were culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD). As a result, he called for diagnosticians and school-based personnel to be more
aware of their potential limitations and biases when evaluating these children (Lee, 2014).
Adding an important dimension to the initial eligibility conversation, Lee (2014) further
highlighted the possibility of assessor bias or subjectivity when providing evaluation data for
special education eligibility. Lee (2014) discussed potential issues and errors that could arise
with faulty progress monitoring data, which could lead to the misidentification of students for
special education. This notion underscores the weight of responsibility IEP teams incur when determining initial eligibility into special education.
Lee (2014), as well as Sewell (2016), both suggested the possibility that not simply the
one student discussed in Lee (2014), but any number of students, could potentially be misdiagnosed as students with a disability when they may not meet federal criteria for such a diagnosis
or because they have been improperly assessed (Sewell, 2016). If a misdiagnosis has occurred,
then declassification protocols should be initiated in order to remove the label of special education that was erroneously placed upon a child.
Given that special education is governed by a specific set of federal rules and regulations,
many of which are extremely nuanced (Education Rule, 2016; IDEIA, 2004), Bowen and Rude
(2006) provided an overview of the challenges faced by schools in rural settings to appropriately
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assess students for individualized needs. By examining and reporting on the overlapping characteristics of special education legislation, as well as the progressive changes that have occurred
with each reauthorization, the authors’ overall aim was to note that federal legislation changes in
the last several decades have been the determining factors for positive changes in outcomes for
students with special needs (Bowen & Rude, 2006).
As is related to eligibility for special education, Bowen and Rude (2006) discussed how
each successive legislation reauthorization has more tightly focused on academic outcomes for
students with special needs, and, more specifically, accountability for students’ progress toward
mastering of IEP goals and objectives and the success, or lack thereof, of their educational programs. In this respect, their article has a direct bearing on the declassification conversation.
Looking specifically at eligibility decisions for the category of SLD, IDEIA (2004) further restricts eligibility consideration for this category by adding several exclusionary criteria,
such as students cannot be made eligible for special education under this category if they have
not been appropriately instructed in reading, writing, and math (Bowen & Rude, 2006; IDEIA,
2004). This particular addition to the law has a specific impact on declassification decisions, because, depending on results for students’ initial psychological assessments, some students could
have been misidentified as a student with SLD if these specific exclusionary criteria were not
properly regarded. This thought coincides with Lee’s (2014) assertion that progress monitoring
data, or the lack thereof, could lead an eligibility committee down an erroneous path if it is not
accurate.
Further, IDEIA (2004) provides specific exclusionary factors that must be considered
when IEP teams are making initial eligibility decisions for the category of SLD, specifically the
lack of appropriate instruction in reading, writing, or math. Given these exclusionary factors,
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when an initial special education eligibility conversation occurs at the high school level, it is extremely difficult for an eligibility committee to determine whether or not a student received appropriate instruction in reading, writing, and math in their earlier years of schooling. As a result,
despite this criterion being present in the law, students could be erroneously made eligible and
given a label of SLD when he or she may or may not qualify according to federal rules. As
Bowen and Rude (2006) noted, the intent of adding these exclusionary criteria was to potentially
reduce the number of misdiagnoses for special education; however, the burden of fully exploring
all elements of initial eligibility criteria rests on the IEP team charged with making that decision.
Declassification.
Given the nebulous attention given to declassification within federal law (IDEIA, 2004),
the availability of literature regarding this topic is equally meager in number. Several studies exist that were dedicated to discussing declassification within different levels of schooling, elementary, middle, and high, but the breadth of currently available literature that places specific emphasis on declassification the high school level is sparse, and studies that focus on the role of the
special education leader in declassification are equally meager.
Carlson and Parshall (1996) explored the number of students with disabilities declassified
from special education services in Michigan over a four-year period of time. Using extant data
representing over 51,000 students from the Michigan Department of Education, as well as survey
data from high school general education teachers and counselors representing approximately 43
districts, the authors explored several research questions surrounding the prevalence and demographic characteristics of students who were declassified. Additionally, their quantitative study
delved into the post-declassification outcomes for these students (Carlson & Parshall, 1996).
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Among their discussion points, Carlson and Parshall (1996) noted, "The number of students with disabilities returning to general education programs through declassification is rarely
mentioned in the literature as an appropriate outcome indicator" (p. 90). They aimed to research
this subject to inform researchers and policymakers as to the need for future research in this area
(Carlson & Parshall, 1996). Carlson and Parshall’s (1996) findings indicated most students were
declassified between the ages of eight and eleven, with speech/language impairment ranked as
the disability category with the highest number of students declassified at the elementary level,
followed by the specific learning disability category at the middle school level, and the emotional disorders category at the high school level. Additional findings suggested the need for further research, as a large percentage of students who were declassified from the speech/language
category, later returned to special education under the category of specific learning disability.
This finding could suggest initial evaluations were not sufficient to diagnose underlying concerns, or that students’ needs changed over time, and the presence of one disability dissipated as
another one ascended. Such results are appropriate for the declassification conversation, because
they iterate the need for a thorough review of all pertinent data when discussing eligibility or declassification for any student, as well as the need for further research into the prevalence of declassification (Carlson & Parshall, 1996).
Additionally, regarding the survey responses from general education teachers and counselors in Carlson and Parshall (1996), results indicated, “Grades appeared to be a major factor
influencing whether respondents believed students required additional special education services” (p. 95) after being declassified. Though grades are certainly important indicators of student success, this statement points to a general misconception among general education practitioners of the lawful criteria for special education eligibility. Special education eligibility is
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based on a myriad of data points, not simply indicators of performance such as classroom grades
or teacher or counselor perception of social and behavioral adjustment (Education Rule, 2016).
As a final note, Carlson and Parshall (1996) called for administrators who were schoolbased special education leaders to more carefully monitor declassification of students who no
longer need services, a duty often overlooked by special education leaders who are frequently
consumed with fulfilling other responsibilities and paperwork requirements. This thought echoes
the sentiments of Harper (2012), who also noted the vast array of responsibilities placed onto
special education teachers and leaders, including reconciling federal mandates with instructional
progress.
Elementary level declassification.
Similar to the aims of Carlson and Parshall (1996), the Special Education Elementary
Longitudinal Study (SEELS) studied by SRI International (2005), discussed declassification
rates of elementary and middle school students with disabilities, as reported by the students’ parents and other school-based personnel. Several of their results corroborated results from Carlson
and Parshall (1996).
Authors for this study surveyed a sample of over 11,000 students who were served in special education during the 1999-2000 school year. The students’ parents were interviewed, as well
as information gathered from school-based personnel, during the subsequent school years, 20002001 and 2001-2002, respectively, to determine which students were still being served through
special education and which had been declassified. In their interviews, the authors also asked
parents to note, if applicable, the reason(s) why their students were declassified (SRI International, 2005).
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Findings of SEELS, as noted by SRI International’s (2005) report, revealed several notable conclusions. According to the report, echoing results found in Carlson and Parshall (1996),
speech/language impairment was the primary disability category from which students were declassified at these grade levels. Additionally, placement in the general education setting for English language arts and mathematics classes was noted as the primary placement indicated for the
students who were declassified. Similarities in home-based factors were also discovered among
students who were declassified, such as the parental expectation of graduation and a household
income of $50,000 or higher (SRI International, 2005). Though this report focused primarily on
elementary-level students, it is useful in discussions of declassification, because it added insight
into school- and home-based factors that could potentially contribute to declassification conversations at the high school level (SRI International, 2005).
Post-school outcomes.
Carlson and Reavey (2000) conducted a case study in order to investigate young adults
who were in their twenties at the time of publication and who had been declassified from special
education services while in high school. Data collection entailed semi-structured, in-person interviews with five respondents, reviews of each student’s Individual Education Program (IEP), special education eligibility documents, high school transcript, and data from the National Longitudinal Transition Study (NLTS). The authors’ guiding research questions centered on the specific
circumstances surrounding each student’s declassification, as well as the post-school outcomes
of the declassified students (Carlson & Reavey, 2000).
After gathering data from their interviews and the NLTS, a conceptual model was primarily utilized as a guide for data analysis. Results for their first research question indicated student-
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initiated declassification was the primary reason for removal of special education services, meaning the students believed they were able to succeed without the services or that they believed
they never had a disability. Movement from one school level to another was the second highestnoted reason for declassification, and state policies or practices regarding eligibility were the
third reason for declassification, meaning students no longer qualified under their specific state’s
rules (Carlson & Reavey, 2000).
To address their second research question, Carlson and Reavey (2000) noted several factors the respondents stated as affecting their school-based outcomes after declassification.
Among their responses were support, or lack thereof, from their families on grades, attendance,
tutoring, etc., age and maturity, and, finally, each student’s personal beliefs and drive to improve
and succeed without the aid of special education (Carlson & Reavey, 2000). Overall, the respondents’ opinions toward declassification could be interpreted as having a positive or null effect on their respective futures (Carlson & Reavey, 2000), an interesting footnote in the declassification conversation.
MacMillan et al. (1992) further discussed the post-school outcomes of students with disabilities who dropped out of high school. Their case study involved reviewing statistics widely
available on the Internet, and focused on drop-out rates as they are currently by school districts
reported to the federal government. MacMillan et al.’s (1992) focus was that these numbers
could be skewed, based on the data reported by states, and, therefore, should not be considered a
primary factor in determining the success or failure of a student’s IEP or any special education
services. MacMillan et al. (1992) is important for the declassification conversation, because it
lends to the need for psychological assessments to be tri-annually re-administered so that IEP
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teams are provided with more concise and specific data that relates to the initial eligibility assessments and noted deficits.
Least restrictive environment.
In addition to concerns with initial eligibility decisions, the location of recommended IEP
services plays a critical role in a student’s ability to progress within their respective curriculums
toward the potential for declassification. The least restrictive environment (LRE) is defined in
federal legislation as, “…the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, including
children in public or private institutions or other care facilities, are educated with children who
are nondisabled” (Education Rule, 2016). Shyman (2015) noted the application of the LRE mandate varied across practitioners. If special education practitioners more succinctly defined and
practiced LRE as the educational setting most appropriate for students to receive meaningful educational benefit toward academic progress (IDEIA, 2004; Waterstone, 2017), then conducting
tri-annual re-determinations for SWD learners with a view toward exiting special education
could potentially be considered more consistently. Further, practicing legally compliant LRE entails providing SWD learners with the setting that allows them maximum access to being educated alongside their peers without disabilities (IDEIA, 2004), which should be defined by fulltime placement within general education without a label of special education (Shyman, 2015).
Put simply, the fundamental notions of special education within federal legislation implored
practitioners to become conduits of equity and desegregation for all, which should include LRE
implications and simplifications (Congressional Research Service, 1985; Shyman, 2015).
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Endrew F. decision.
Federal legislation (IDEIA, 2004) guides the boundaries within which special education
practitioners operate and offer services to SWD learners. Waterstone (2017) explained how specific court decisions have interpreted IDEIA (2004) and defined the standard of offering FAPE to
SWD learners. Such interpretations could have specific implications and influence on declassification conversations and decisions.
In 1982, a lower court presented a ruling in the Rowley case, which set a precedent for the
appropriate standard of FAPE for SWD learners (Waterstone, 2017). The essence of the Rowley
decision stated that an IEP should be “reasonably calculated to enable the child to receive educational benefits” (Rowley, as cited in Waterstone, 2017). This specific ruling stood as the prevailing definition of FAPE for SWD learners until 2017, when the Supreme Court ruled in the Endrew F. case. The Endrew F. ruling stated an IEP must be “reasonably calculated to enable a
child to make progress appropriate in light of the child’s circumstances” (Endrew F., as cited in
Waterstone, 2017). The Endrew F. ruling, therefore, has replaced the Rowley ruling as the standard of FAPE which districts must follow for SWD learners (Waterstone, 2017).
The Endrew F. standard has direct impact on declassification conversations because of its
focus on a student’s progress in his or her respective educational curriculum. Under the right set
of educational circumstances, and if a student displays continual educational progress, then declassification could potentially be explored for that student. The Endrew F. decision is applicable
to all categories of special education services and categories of eligibility; however, not all eligibility categories may have the potential for declassification. An important aspect of the Endrew
F. ruling, however, that aligns more specifically with the topic of declassification, is the standard
for showing progress. In order for declassification to be sensibly pursued, a student must show a
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pattern of progress that indicates he or she has generalized learning strategies to all pertinent
learning environments. The Endrew F. standard speaks to a student displaying such progress;
therefore, it should be considered as a pertinent element when considering declassification.
Special education leadership.
Leaders who are charged with managing special education departments are tasked with a
vast array of responsibilities in addition to ensuring their respective departments are compliant
with federal laws and standards, such as the Endrew F. standard of FAPE. Given the concerns
with initial eligibility decisions and the potential for ambiguity in declassification procedures, the
role of the special education leader is critical to student outcomes under that leader’s care.
In addition to Slee (2001) and Carlson and Parshall (1996), Harper (2012) provided commentary regarding the landscape of special education leadership in the modern era of educational
legislative mandates and systems redesign. Throughout his discussion, Harper (2012) noted the
difficulties with which special education leaders were faced as they attempted to manage the juxtaposition of federal legislative mandates, such as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and IDEIA
(2004), with the priorities of social justice leadership. While these legislative mandates provided
a level of accountability, he noted, they also served to limit the ability of special education leaders to advocate for full educational options for SWD learners or further the notions of equality
for marginalized learners (Harper, 2012). Shealey, Thomas, and Sparks (2012) echoed similar
concerns for charter school leaders, in particularly, noting they often lacked understanding of and
training regarding federal rules surrounding special education, a trend which served to further
marginalize SWD learners.
Comparing special education leadership to the scientific process of smelting, or using intense heat to reduce compounds into pure materials, Harper (2012) explained several challenges
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special education leaders face across their wide-ranging spectrum of responsibilities. According
to Harper (2012), special education leaders must learn to work within rigid legislative boundaries
while attempting to maintain the ability to advocate for conscious change in practices, which often serves to reinforce differences and disabilities instead of helping to reduce them. Harper
(2012) also discussed the trend of special education leaders who leave the profession when ideologies shift due to systems reforms, and, with the shifting ideologies, social justice issues may
become reduced to a lower priority, allowing for further marginalization of SWD learners. An
exodus of special education leaders also threatens to lessen the number of advocates who possess
appropriate knowledge and passion to promote equality and challenge marginalization (Harper,
2012). In his final comments, Harper (2012) challenged social justice leaders to defy current systems which serve to preserve and perpetuate stratification and unequal outcomes for marginalized groups. As such, these sentiments mirrored the aims of the foundational legislative underpinnings toward equality for all learners, Brown vs. Board of Education (1954).
Social labeling.
When a child is initially made eligible for special education services, a label of special
education is placed upon that child. Shyman (2015), as well as Danforth and Rhodes (1987),
noted the label of disabled could be viewed as a social construct or a designation society has determined to be inclusive of all those who are different. Though Congress’ initial intent may have
been to provide students who require additional academic assistance an education fitting of their
individualized needs (Congressional Research Service, 1985), the label of special education has
become attached to unintended social consequences (Danforth & Rhodes, 1987; Shyman, 2015).
As such, this label could lead to marginalization and segregation by virtue of a designation into a
category other than general education (Banks, 2017; Danforth & Rhodes, 1987; Shyman, 2015).
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As often as they are able, therefore, special education leaders should attempt to help students be
declassified from receiving special education services so as to help remove the label of special
education from a student’s educational experience.
Social labeling and special education inextricably intersect with the aims of the modern
movement toward social justice, as well as have an impact on federal legislation (Anastasiou et
al., 2016; Brown vs. Board of Education, 1954; Danforth, 2006; Danforth & Rhodes, 1987; Esteves & Rao, 2008). Utilizing removal of a social label as a function of social justice serves to
frame the necessity of this study to further the aims of social justice for students with disabilities,
specifically the removal of the label of disabled (Anastasiou et al., 2016; Atkins, 2017; Danforth,
2006; Danforth & Rhodes, 1987; Shyman, 2015). Further, social justice theory could be applicable in providing a framework from which leaders could train their IEP teams to base their tri-annual redeterminations of eligibility (Danforth, 2006; Danforth & Rhodes, 1987; Education Rule,
2016; Shyman, 2015).
More specifically, if IEP teams were thoroughly examining whether or not each student
continues to qualify for special education services, then the label of special education could potentially be removed more often. This is the primary reason this study’s research questions were
aimed at special education leaders. The experiences and processes of these leaders are critical,
given the weight of responsibility they hold for guiding and informing special education procedures within their respective buildings (Carlson & Parshall, 1996; Harper, 2012; Pazey & Cole,
2012; Shealey et al., 2012; Slee, 2001).
Social justice theory includes a focus on marginalized groups within society (Theoharis,
2007), and, as such, should include those served through special education (Atkins, 2016; Shyman, 2015). Further, social justice theory seeks to expose the oppression of marginalized groups
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and the necessity of restoring social dignity to these individuals (Atkins, 2016; Danforth, 2006;
Danforth & Rhodes, 1987; Shyman, 2015; Toson, Burrello, & Knollman, 2013). Given these descriptions, discussing declassification through a social justice lens has great merit. When a student is made initially eligible for special education, a label of disabled is instantly placed upon
that student, and this label has the ability to impact his or her social dignity (Atkins, 2016;
Banks, 2017). Declassification from receiving special education services, in essence, entails the
removal of such a label, and, therefore, should be considered a socially just outcome for students
who are served under the label of disabled for any period of time (Anastasiou et al., 2016;
Danforth, 2006; Danforth & Rhodes, 1987; Shyman, 2015; Theoharis, 2007).
Dating to the turn of the 20th century, SWD learners have faced marginalization within
the school system simply for being unequal, in academics, behavior, or health, with their peers
without disabilities (Esteves & Rao, 2008). The core definition of social justice, however, one
which includes all learners who are challenged with a disability, has yet to be agreed upon by researchers and practitioners, alike (Shyman, 2015). Shyman (2015) noted the ideas of social justice and inclusion of students with special needs to be indelibly linked, despite nebulous conformity to a standard set of practices. Slee (2001) explained the agonizing divide between social
justice as a pervasive thought pattern and special education. He noted the disparity between reform movements and ground-level practice within schools. Among his arguments, Slee (2001)
described the need for special educators to lead the movement of social justice inquiry. As he
noted, they were the most well placed to lead the discussion in a fundamental direction of change
(Slee, 2001).
Social justice theory has profound implications for the realm of special education, as the
narrowed focus of special education leaders should be to implement socially just practices for all
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SWD learners (Harper, 2012; Shyman, 2015) Though many definitions of social justice theory
were available (Christensen & Dorn, 1997), one definition of social justice theory espoused the
essence of special education’s objectives, which were “issues of equity, social justice, and human
rights” (Christensen & Dorn, 1997, p. 181). Theoharis (2007) additionally noted, “Social justice
supports a process built on respect, care, recognition, and empathy…” and “…an ultimate concern for situations of marginalization” (p. 223). As such, these notions bear further study.
Shealey, Thomas, and Sparks (2012) called for more research to be conducted regarding
the intersection of special education and social justice. The core tenets of social justice lend
scope to the declassification conversation, because one could consider SWD learners who were
not properly tri-annually re-determined for need of services as receiving socially unjust consideration. A modern, progressive social justice thought in special education should be to provide special education services to students who qualify and require such services, and then remove the
label of disabled as soon as possible. This line of thinking aligns with the original intent of lawmakers (Congressional Research Service, 1985), as well as with the aims of social justice regarding the desegregation of marginalized and segregated groups and restoration of dignity to the
same (Atkins, 2016; Banks, 2017; Brown, 1954, Theoharis, 2007).
In summary, IDEIA (2004) has essentially pre-defined for educators what their standard
of social justice should be toward identifying and helping students with disabilities be as successful as possible in the school setting. This piece of federal legislation has ensured that identified
students with disabilities are given proper educational supports (Education Rule, 2016); however, IDEIA (2004) does not address what it means for a child to remain in special education for
an extended amount of time when he or she has been diligently working toward achieving and
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maintaining growth. All students deserve the best education possible, and students with disabilities equally deserve such support. Being identified as a student with a disability can be a lifechanging event for families and students. The potential to remove that label should be given
equal weight and awe by educational leaders and practitioners when working toward the most
productive and socially just outcomes for students with disabilities.
Conclusion.
Shyman (2015), as well as Danforth and Rhodes (1987), noted the label of disabled could
be viewed as a social construct, or a designation society has determined to be inclusive of all
those who were different. Though Congress’ initial legislative intent may have been to provide
students who required additional academic assistance an education fitting of their individualized
needs (Congressional Research Service, 1985), the label of special education has become attached to unintended social consequences (Danforth & Rhodes, 1987; Shyman, 2015). As such,
this label could lead to marginalization and segregation by virtue of designation into a category
other than general education (Danforth & Rhodes, 1987; Shyman, 2015).
As often as they are able, therefore, special education leaders and practitioners should attempt to help students become declassified from requiring special education services. Through
many rounds of legislative negotiations, the rights of students with disabilities have continued to
be an intensely debated topic of litigation and legislation since the mid-1960s, leading into the
Civil Rights movement, and persisting within current conversations (Christensen & Dorn, 1997).
Today’s special education services, as an entity, were closely safeguarded by the aforementioned
federal legislation, IDEIA (2004), which was written to require schools to acknowledge and
make adjustments for students who were in need of additional assistance, in whatever form necessary, or, in other words, to allow equity for marginalized learners (IDEIA, 2004; Christensen &
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Dorn, 1997). However, due to nebulously labeled procedures, such legislation has also served to
protect marginalization and continue socially unjust practices of allowing students to remain labeled as SWD learners without a clear path toward having the label removed (Harper, 2012;
IDEIA, 2004; McPhail, 1995; Shyman, 2015).
With proper acknowledgement to such legislation, and the notion that “(p)eople with disabilities would be in much worse shape without formal recognition of past discrimination and
civil rights” (Christensen & Dorn, 1997, p. 193), a student who was made eligible for special education has ultimately been labeled as a student who was different (Anastasiou, Kauffman, &
Michail, 2016; McPhail, 1995; Shyman, 2015). In order for social justice to be fully implemented, the right to a “free appropriate public education” (IDEIA, 2004), which was federally
written as the equitable disbursement of education for marginalized students with disabilities,
should focus as intently on removing such labels as it does for adding them. This was the socially
just method of thought which should pervade literature, legislation, and practice; unfortunately,
however, due to increased federal oversight, stringent laws, and vague procedures, equity and social justice were often given second-hand importance in favor of legislative compliance (Harper,
2012; Shyman, 2015).
Special education leaders should be considered the gateway to equity for students with
disabilities, as they were the primary influencers of procedures, practices, vision, and social justice for their respective schools and departments (Harper, 2012; Danforth, 2006; Danforth &
Rhodes, 1987). Dedicated and courageous leadership committed to exploring the socially just
practice of examining areas of inequity and marginalization in special education (Danforth,
2006; Danforth & Rhodes, 1987) should lead sustained opposition to promote discontinuing inequitable practices from a ground-level effort within local school districts (Danforth & Rhodes,
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1987; Harper, 2012; Shyman, 2015). By focusing this study’s aims on special education leaders’
perspectives and perceptions, attention can be drawn to the need for development in this area of
leadership. In order for this revolutionary thought to take root, however, discussion must take
place about the equitable, fair, and socially just practice of removing labels from students as often as possible. Courageous and socially just special education leaders were needed so that existing disparate practices can be spotlighted and conversations regarding needed changes can begin
(Danforth & Rhodes, 1987; Harper, 2012; Anastasiou, Kauffman, & Michail, 2016). As Christensen and Dorn (1997) surmised, “…social justice is a key factor in current debates within special education, always implicit but rarely discussed openly” (p. 182). Thus, this study aimed to
discuss it openly by means of exploring special education leaders’ experiences with declassifying
students from receiving special education services.
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CHAPTER 2
DECLASSIFICATION OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES
Federal education legislation clearly defines guidelines for a student to become eligible to
receive special education services; however, the procedures for being re-determined for the continued need of those services with a path toward declassification, or exiting, from such services
is not as clearly defined (Education Rule, 2016). This lack of clarity in federal guidelines could
lead to many students becoming eligible for special education services and remaining labeled as
a student with a disability (SWD) for the entirety of his or her educational career when specialized services may no longer be necessary. As such, this dissertation explored special education
leaders’ experiences with declassifying students from receiving special education services.
When discussing the topic of declassifying students from receiving special education services, a review of legislative requirements for initial eligibility into receiving special education
services is essential, because initial eligibility concerns would be critical to the conversation if
declassification was being explored as a potential option for a student. Further, the legislative
regulations for declassification from receiving special education services is also a pertinent topic
to explore so as to frame readers’ understanding of federal procedures and guidelines.
Statement of purpose.
The purpose of this study was to examine the lived experiences of special education leaders at the high school level who have interacted with declassifying students from special education. These specific leaders’ perspectives were crucial to the conversation of declassification and
how it is implemented across different high school buildings. As leaders of special education departments, these practitioners are required to have knowledge of federal special education legis-
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lation and to assist each of their respective buildings with maintaining compliance with such legislation. The high school level is specifically pertinent to the declassification conversation, because students who qualify for special education services are most often qualified during their
elementary years of schooling (SRI International, 2005); therefore, students who have received
services and supports through special education during their elementary and middle school years
may be appropriate candidates for declassification from services in their high school years (Carlson & Parshall, 1996; Carlson & Reavey, 2000). Further, a depth of extant literature on the subject of declassification at the high school level is not widely available at this time; therefore, a
secondary purpose of this study was to add to the body of available literature regarding this specific area of special education at the high school level.
While making provision for the tri-annual re-determination of students with disabilities
and their continued need for special education services, federal legislation governing special education procedures (IDEIA, 2004) does not spotlight a specifically delineated path for students to
be declassified, or exited, from receiving special education services (Education Rule, 2016). A
phenomenological study, therefore, was undertaken in order to describe the experiences of high
school special education leaders with declassifying students from receiving special education
services.
Significance of the study.
Special education was initially intended by legislators as a way to ensure SWD learners
were given an equal chance at receiving the same educational access and benefit as their peers
without disabilities (Congressional Research Service, 1985). With these guiding intentions, legislators enacted laws to ensure school districts complied with policies and procedures for the identification and evaluation of SWD learners (Pub. L. 94-142). However, within these initial laws,
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as well as their successors, emphasis was not placed on the length of time an SWD learner may
require such services, nor was definitive guidance outlined specifying how a student could work
his or her way out of placement within special education and be declassified from such services
(Education Rule, 2016; IDEA, 1997; IDEIA, 2004; Pub. L. 94-142).
Further, the process within current legislation for tri-annual re-determination of the continued need for special education services is dependent upon an IEP team’s qualitative agreement
on a student’s sustained need for special education services. This agreement is based on available
quantitative data and the qualitative observations of the IEP team members (Education Rule,
2016). The lack of a specifically defined set of criteria for the declassification process could lead
to many students remaining labeled as an SWD learner when they may no longer qualify or be in
need of such services. Additionally, students potentially being eligible to have the label of special education removed could be further contingent upon whether or not the respective leaders of
the special education department of the school in which that student attends are placing critical
emphasis on re-determination procedures and pertinent data points (Bowen & Rude, 2006; Carlson & Parshall, 1996; Carlson & Reavey, 2000; Hudson & McKenzie, 2016; Lane, Wehby, Little, & Cooley, 2005; SRI International, 2005).
Given that specific leaders of special education departments, for example the local school
administrator and the department chair, are the individuals who are most responsible for guiding
the direction of local school compliance with special education regulations, this study is important in order to explore the perspectives and processes of such leaders regarding their views
of students being declassified from receiving services. Also, when a student is made eligible for
special education, the label of disabled is placed upon that child, and having the opportunity to
remove that label is a socially just practice which should be furthered explored within literature
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(Danforth & Rhodes, 1987; Danforth, 2006, Esteves & Rao, 2008; Anastasiou, Kauffman, &
Michail, 2016).
Research questions.
In order to explore local school special education leaders’ experiences with declassification, this study’s guiding questions were as follows:
1. What have been the experiences of high school special education leaders regarding
declassifying students from receiving special education services?
2. What specific processes have special education leaders been involved with in regard
to declassifying students from receiving special education services?
When a student is initially referred and made eligible to receive special education services, the successive IEP teams who tri-annually review that student’s eligibility bear the weight
of responsibility in determining whether or not that student continues to qualify and requires special education services (Carlson & Parshall, 1996; Danforth, 2006; Education Rule, 2016;
IDEIA, 2004; Sewell, 2016). If IEP teams are not thoroughly exploring a student’s eligibility in
terms of enduring deficits in the initial area of academic need, then students who may no longer
require special education services may continue to be labeled as disabled when removing the label may be an option.
Additionally, given that special education leaders are charged with guiding building-level
compliance with federal procedures (Harper, 2012; Shealey, Thomas, & Sparks, 2012; Slee,
2001), their perspectives and processes toward declassification are worthy of further study, as is
exploring the socially just notion of removing the label of special education from students who
may qualify to have it removed (Anastasiou, Kauffman, & Michail, 2016; Carlson & Parshall,
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1996; SRI International, 2005; Ysseldyke & Bielinski, 2002) or, as IDEIA (2004) terms this concept, “whether the child continues to have such a disability and such educational needs.”
Special education eligibility.
To fully explore the declassification conversation, one must first be acquainted with federal requirements to initially qualify for special education services. In order to become initially
eligible for special education services, the following criteria are required:
●

The student must take part in a comprehensive educational evaluation, including a
battery of psychological assessments.

●

The student must meet federal criteria for one or more of the twelve specific eligibility categories, as defined by current legislation, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA, 2004).

●

A multi-disciplinary individual education program (IEP) team must agree that
there is an educational impact of a disability and specialized instructional services
are required for that student to progress educationally.

If each of these criteria are met, then a student is made eligible for special education services. After a student initially qualifies for such services, an IEP is developed and reviewed annually, and the student’s eligibility for services is reviewed tri-annually. These steps are clearly
outlined within section 300 of the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) (Education Rule, 2016).
The process for the tri-annual re-determination of eligibility, entails reviewing the same
pieces of academic data as are required for initial eligibility; however, for tri-annual re-determination, the IEP team has the authority to determine that no additional assessments or information
are required to continue special education eligibility for three additional years (Education Rule,
2016). If IEP teams, therefore, are not conducting a thorough review of all elements of available
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data, as well as conducting additional psychological assessments to determine the continued
presence of a disability, then they risk continuing a label which may no longer apply (Carlson &
Parshall, 1996; Carlson & Reavey, 2000).
Least restrictive environment.
When the Congress of the United States initially decided to enact federal legislation for
students with disabilities, their intent was clear--to level the playing field for SWD learners so
they could achieve alongside their peers without disabilities. A review of meeting minutes from
the original Congressional education panel provides specific insight into the intent of the law.
Because of those initial discussions, students with disabilities were, for the first time in history,
afforded opportunities to access general education settings absent from previous options (Congressional Research Service, 1985).
Among the goals of this ground-breaking legislation was to ensure students with disabilities were educated in their least restrictive environment (LRE). A current definition of LRE details that students should be placed within classes that provide the appropriate level of educational support, as guided by the decisions of the IEP team, beginning with the general education
setting with no support, and increasingly becoming more restrictive as the options move down
this continuum of services (IDEIA, 2004). Put simply, the goal of the LRE conversation is to ensure SWD learners are able to access general education settings as often and in as many settings
as appropriate in light that student’s particular abilities and needed supports (Christensen &
Dorn, 1997; Congressional Research Service, 1985; Yell, & Drasgow, 2000).
The LRE discussion is pertinent to this study’s aims in that it provides a logical basis
from which to begin conversations regarding a student’s progress toward potential declassification. For example, if a student is being served through his or her IEP in the LRE setting of small
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group special education classes, and he or she also requires an intense breadth of goals and objectives and instructional accommodations, then that student may not be a candidate to pursue a
conversation regarding declassification from receiving special education services. However, if a
student is served in the LRE setting of general education classes with minimal to no special education support, and he or she requires few to no goals and objectives and instructional accommodations, then the declassification conversation seems a logical next step. Again, according to the
Congressional Research Service (1985), the initial goal of special education was to level the
playing field amongst all students. Once that field has been leveled, and an SWD student displays maintenance of success over time, then exploration of declassification seems appropriate.
Special education is guided by federal laws, and special education leaders are charged
with ensuring compliance with those laws (Harper, 2012). The extent to which special education
leaders are both aware of and guiding their departments toward the aims and intents of those
laws will determine the directions their respective buildings pursue. Though declassification
falls within the scope of the law, the extent to which it is placed as a focal point within respective
schools could differ within each building. As such, a study that describes the lived experiences of
special education leaders in regard to their interactions with declassification is both significant
and necessary. This study followed the tenets of hermeneutic phenomenology in order to explore
the experiences of special education leaders with declassification and reflect upon their understandings.
Methodology
The tenets of hermeneutical phenomenology were utilized as guideposts for the methodological procedures of this study. Phenomenology, as a research method, is a division of human
science research which seeks to explore the lived experiences of specific persons in relation to a
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particular phenomenon. Equally, hermeneutics seeks to delve into human experiences in order to
discover meaning from culturally and socially derived understanding of lived experiences
(Crotty, 1998; Van Manen, 2016). Given this study’s aims of specifically exploring high school
special education leaders’ perspectives toward declassification from special education services,
understanding these leaders’ experiences and how those experiences have framed their views toward declassification were critical to fully exploring their experiences (Crotty, 1998; McPhail,
1995; Van Manen, 2016).
By current definition, a phenomenological study is rooted in basic psychological processes and the human consciousness of learning and adapting to our worlds through social interactions (McPhail, 1995). Phenomenology seeks to understand the fundamental roots of a person’s beliefs (Van Manen, 2016) and posits that individuals understand the world around them in
relation to their social and peer groups, and their understandings of such things are not deeply
ingrained within their respective consciences, but, rather, they develop and evolve over time as
social interactions progress (McPhail, 1995). Phenomenology seeks to describe the lived experiences of specific persons who have interactions with a specific phenomenon, as well as to explore and textualize how those persons establish meaning of the phenomenon within their respective and individual worldviews (Creswell & Poth, 2017; McPhail, 1995; Van Manen, 2016).
Fundamental roots from phenomenologists, such as Edmund Husserl, described phenomenology as the way in which individuals construct meaning from an experience. Over time, however, phenomenology has evolved into the study of not only how meaning is constructed, but
how meaning is processed within the individual mind (Groenewald, 2004; McPhail, 1995). Further, Van Manen (2016) noted phenomenology does not seek to explain or offer a solution to a
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problem, such as with the natural science based positivist approach, but rather seeks to understand the meaning behind a phenomena so that participants in that phenomena “may be able to
act more thoughtfully and more tactfully in certain situations” (Van Manen, 2016, p. 23). The
shift in focus from construction of meaning to processing of meaning is critical to this study’s
aims.
Procedures for declassification from receiving special education services are noted within
guiding federal education legislation (IDEIA, 2004); therefore, the meaning of declassification is
already constructed by such legislation as stating a “child is no longer a child with a disability”
(Education Rule, 2016). The processing of the legislation, though, in terms of applying this particular phenomenon of declassification to remove the label of special education from students, is
not practiced as widely as making a child eligible for special education, or initially labeling the
child (Carlson & Parshall, 1996; Carlson & Reavey, 2000). Thus, by describing special education leaders’ personal consciousness toward declassification, as detailed by their lived experiences, this study aimed to delve into the personal processings (McPhail, 1995) of special education leaders regarding this special education practice.
McPhail (1995) noted the specific ability of one’s consciousness to change and adapt
over time as a result of one’s lived experiences in the past and expectations of the future. He additionally noted the culture in which one exists is constructed in cooperation with one’s lived experiences (McPhail, 1995). Given these sentiments, phenomenology posits that all behavior and
actions are temporary, changeable, and adaptable, pending one’s circumstances and social groupings. Each of these thoughts were critical for the purpose of this study. Further, describing special education leaders’ experiences and practices, while remaining true to the factual evidence of
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their intents (Groenewald, 2004) as described by their experiences, is important research for special education practitioners.
Finally, in regard to the concept of declassifying students from receiving special education services, the culture in which one was trained will have direct influence on how a practitioner implements that particular aspect of the law (McPhail, 1995). Similarly, McPhail (1995)
suggested experiencing a phenomenon is the critical element for constructing conscious meaning
of that phenomenon, and Husserl believed personal consciousness is derived by personal experience (Groenewald, 2004) and individuals act according to their personal consciousness
(McPhail, 1995). As is related to this study, practitioners who have not experienced the process
of declassifying a student from receiving special education services cannot attach personal meaning to the necessity of following that part of the legislation, and, as such, would be less likely to
interweave that practice into part of their personal culture or way of operating. This study aimed
to describe individual special education leaders’ experiences and note their experiences’ agreement or disagreement with this thought.
These characteristics revealed phenomenology research as the most appropriate methodology for this study, because this study explored the specific internal guidelines and procedures
special education leaders employ (Stake, 1995) in order to lead their respective departments for
compliance with the legislative concept of special education declassification. Many current researchers have focused their studies of special education related topics utilizing the case study
approach (Carlson & Parshall, 1996; Carlson & Reavey, 2000; Lane et al., 2005; Lee, 2014;
MacMillan et al., 1992; SRI International, 2005); however, a hermeneutical phenomenological
approach not only provides a novel perspective to the field of special education research, but also
allows fresh understandings of diverse issues to be explored (McPhail, 1995).
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Participants.
The aim of sampling in qualitative research is not to select a specific representative sample of a population, such as in quantitative research. The aim of qualitative sampling is to purposely choose participants who will allow the researcher to fully explore the desired phenomenon, as well as those who are able to speak to the intricacies of the desired phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2017; Groenewald, 2004; Ishak & Bakar, 2014; Padilla-Diaz, 2015; Shenton,
2004; Van Manen, 2016). A large, Southern, metropolitan school district was chosen as the location for this study in order to provide a relevant sample of participants (Creswell & Poth, 2017).
Additionally, participants selected for this study were deliberately chosen from two special education leadership positions from the high school level within this district, the special education
local school administrator and special education department chair.
At the time of this study, the specifically chosen district fulfilled both of these purposeful
sampling aims, employing both a local school administrator who supervised the special education department and a special education department chair who worked in conjunction with the
local school administrator to manage the special education department at the high school level.
According to this study’s participants, persons employed within these two positions were
responsible for maintaining compliance with federal regulations, such as IDEIA (2004), as well
as guiding the overall academic direction for their respective departments. Additionally, persons
serving in the role of local school administrator over special education functioned as the guiding
administrator for his or her respective special education department and also served as the designated local education authority (LEA) (IDEIA, 2004) for each, respective building’s special education program. In the role of LEA, the special education administrator possessed authority to
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speak on behalf of the school district and its available programs and resources. Similar to the responsibilities of a local school assistant principal, the special education administrator was also
responsible for working in conjunction with the administrative staff of his or her school to ensure
special education procedures aligned with district expectations and federal guidelines. The special education administrator additionally served as a liaison between the local school and the
school district for special education related tasks and procedures, including federal legislation
and specialized instruction compliance and processes.
Participants within this study explained the special education department chair simultaneously served as a special education teacher and a building-level leader. They additionally noted
the department chair was responsible for working in conjunction with the special education administrator to ensure local school special education procedures were in compliance with district
expectations and federal guidelines. Primary leadership responsibilities for the department chair
were identifying training needs within his or her department, conducting trainings or working
with the special education administrator to conduct the trainings, and managing the logistical aspects of leading a high school department. Given the descriptions of these two specific leadership roles, the persons employed within these two positions were most likely to have had experiences with declassification. As such, these persons were essential participants for this study.
In addition to specifically choosing the participants for this study from two specific leadership roles, the high school level was also specifically chosen as the appropriate level of schooling within which to conduct this study. Though several extant studies noted students in the elementary and middle school levels were also declassified, high school was the appropriate setting
for this study, because federal data is only reported for declassification of students aged 14 and
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older (Carlson & Parshall, 1996; SRI International, 2005); therefore, high school leaders’ experiences were critical to the declassification conversation. Further, students who continue to receive
special education services into their high school years of schooling were of particular importance
to this study’s aims, because if students were qualified to receive special education services in
elementary school, for example, many of them may have learned and generalized strategies over
time and, therefore, may not require special education services to progress educationally through
their high school years (Carlson & Parshall, 1996; Carlson & Reavey, 2000; SRI International,
2005).
Finally, phenomenology research seeks to describe the intricacy of an experience, not
necessarily an expansive number of how many people have experienced the phenomenon being
studied; therefore, a large sample size was not necessary (Englander, 2012). A total of seven participants were selected to take part in this study, four from the role of special education administrator, and three from the role of department chair. Seven participants aligned with researchbased examples of an appropriate number of participants from which to obtain information that
details an extensive breadth of experiences regarding the phenomenon being studied (Creswell &
Poth, 2017; Englander, 2012; Groenewald, 2004; Padilla-Diaz, 2015).
Participants’ experience.
This study aimed to represent the perspectives of special education leaders who were
serving in a special education leadership role in the high school setting at the time of this study.
The information detailed in Table 1 provides information regarding each participant’s experiences throughout his or her career, and lends credence to their perspectives as representative of a
broad lens across all levels of schooling, elementary, middle, and high school. In addition to
serving in a leadership role of either local school administrator or department chair of a special
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education department, each of the participants within this study had formerly or was currently
serving as a classroom teacher for SWD learners. The experience of special education classroom
teacher provided an additional layer of experience from which each participant could draw upon
when detailing his or her personal narratives.
At the time of this study, participants numbers three, four, and six were serving in the
role of special education department chair, and each noted he or she was concurrently serving as
the chair of his or her respective special education department, as well as a teacher within the department; therefore, these participants’ numbers of years of teaching on Table 1 also includes
their total numbers of special education leadership experience. Additionally, at the time of this
study, participants numbers one, two, five, and seven were serving as local school administrators
over special education; therefore, these participants were not concurrently serving in a teaching
role within their respective special education departments. Further, the columns which indicate
each level of schooling experience, elementary, middle, and high, are inclusive of each participants’ teaching and leading experiences.
Participants’ years of leadership experience within special education represented a diverse array of time, ranging from one year to twenty years. Interestingly, two participants also
indicated that they had been involved with educating children with special needs since the mid1970s, which was the inception of special education legislation and the movement toward identifying and educating students with disabilities alongside their peers without disabilities (Congressional Research Service, 1985; Pub. L. 94-142); therefore, their perspectives added valuable insight as representative of practitioners who had been directly involved with ensuring every authorization of federal legislative mandates for students with disabilities was enacted within their
respective classrooms and schools.
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Two participants indicated they had participated in different types of experiences other
than teaching or leading students with disabilities; however, this information is not represented
within Table 1. Participant six had the experience of serving as a paraprofessional for eight years
prior to becoming a certified special education teacher and leader, and participant seven had the
additional experience of serving as a speech language pathologist for 15 years prior to becoming
a certified special education teacher and leader.
Finally, only two of the seven participants indicated their undergraduate degree was in
special education. The other five participants stated they pursued their special education teaching
certifications through alternate means, rather than undergraduate study. The respective majors of
participants three, four, five, six, and seven included majors in textile engineering, English literature, psychology, electrical engineering, and literature and communication. All seven participants
indicated, however, their gratitude to be currently working within the field of special education,
and considered themselves to be serving in the career to which they were always destined.
Data sources.
Data for this study were collected from two sources in order to aid in data trustworthiness
and triangulation: interviews and a researcher journal of field notes (Creswell & Poth, 2017;
Groenewald, 2004; Morrow, 2005; Shenton, 2004; Stake, 1995). The first data source was oneon-one, semi-structured interviews with four high school local school administrators, and oneon-one, semi-structured interviews with three high school special education department chairs.
The second data source was obtained from the researcher’s journal of field notes for additional
bracketing of personal experiences throughout the data collection phase of this study and in order
to reduce the potential for researcher bias within the study (Van Manen, 2016). All collected data
were recorded, transcribed, analyzed, and stored electronically, and pseudonyms were assigned
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to all interview participants so that no personally identifying information was recorded. Additionally, all audio recordings, as well as the researcher’s journal of field notes, were passwordprotected and stored on a cloud-based server in order to provide protection for the data (Creswell
& Poth, 2017).
Leaders chosen to participate in this study were purposely selected based on their role as
building-level special education leaders, since these are the leaders most likely to have had experiences with the phenomena of declassification (Van Manen, 2016). Additionally, several previous studies, such as Carlson and Parshall (1996), Harper (2012), and Slee (2001), noted the vast
array of responsibilities placed upon building-level special education leaders, including understanding the landscape of their respective special education departments and charting a visionary
direction for instructional progress and legal compliance. Finally, previous studies focused on the
perspectives of general education leaders (Carlson & Parshall, 1996; SRI International, 2005);
therefore, a study that incorporated the knowledge of special education leaders was necessary to
add to the body of available literature regarding declassification.
Though special education leaders’ aims should align with the building principal’s vision
and direction, this study did not incorporate the perspectives of building principals when purposely selecting participants. The special education leaders’ specific roles in ensuring compliance with federal special education mandates could be considered more integrally involved in
regard to special education compliance within a high school building, more so than the involvement of the building-level principal. For this reason, building principals were not included in the
purposeful selection of participants for this study. Chrispeels, et al. (2008) discussed the expansive volume of accountability measures placed upon building-level principals and specifically
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noted, “…the principal cannot lead alone” (Chrispeels, et al., 2008, p. 731). This assertion defines the necessity for principals to utilize the knowledge and leadership abilities of other departmental, building-level leaders, which includes the leaders of the special education department
within each local school. A reasonable assertion, therefore, is that the principal’s ability to ensure
a legally compliant school is dependent upon the depth of leadership capability and special education knowledge among his or her staff, including the special education administrator and department chair. Given this notion, the principal’s point of view does not necessarily demand the
specificity of guiding each directive of the special education department, such as determining
when declassification is appropriate for specific students; however, principals are ultimately responsible for the direction and success of the entire building, including the special education department. As such, it is critical for the school-based administrator serving over the special education department and the special education department chair to be aligned with the principal’s vision for the entire school and to work in conjunction with the principal to ensure all departments
within the local school are aiming in the same direction (Bolman & Deal, 2008; Chrispeels, et
al., 2008).
Table 1.
Participant Experiences in Special Education Teaching and Leading

Participant

Years Sp. Ed.
Teaching

Years
Sp. Ed.
Leadership

Elementary
Experience

Middle
Experience

High
Experience

Majored in
Sp. Ed.

1

21

20

yes

yes

yes

yes

2

10

4

yes

no

yes

yes

3

15

8

no

no

yes

no

4

22

7

no

yes

yes

no

5

9

11

yes

no

yes

no

6

17

1

no

yes

yes

no

7

16

12

yes

yes

yes

no
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Interviews.
Seven interviews were conducted for this study, all of which utilized the same protocols
(Creswell & Poth, 2017; Morrow, 2005), though the number of questions and time limits for
each respective interview varied, given the phenomenological aim to describe the depth of each
participant’s lived experiences (Groenewald, 2004; Van Manen, 2016). All interviews, however,
were no longer than one hour and began with establishing rapport with each participant and gaining his or her informed consent (Coleman, 2012; Englander, 2012). The one hour time limit was
necessary in order to respect the participants’ time and to ensure a proper amount of data were
able to be collected (Coleman, 2012), as well as to allow access to a greater number of participants. All interviews were conducted either in person or via telephone, based on the participant’s
choice. Though interviews were limited to a one-hour timeframe, data were collected to the point
of redundancy and saturation. Repetition of responses was noted after approximately the fourth
interview conducted, and the majority of participant responses after the fourth interview were
similar to the previous participants’ responses.
Interview questions were adapted from Englander’s (2012) and Van Manen’s (2016) approaches and were semi-structured in such a manner as to elicit each participant’s detailed description of his or her interaction with the phenomenon of declassifying students from receiving
special education services. The semi-structured interview framework allowed the researcher to
ask the same set of questions to each participant while also allowing the flexibility to probe for
additional information or ask for clarification regarding answers that were unclear (Belotto,
2018; Creswell & Poth, 2017). Utilizing semi-structured interviews also allowed for greater freedom for participants to provide rich descriptions of their experiences and feel autonomy to add
details to their responses (Belotto, 2018; Van Manen, 2016).
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After rapport was established, one of the first questions in all interviews entailed asking
participants to thoroughly describe a specific situation in which they interacted with declassification. Though drawn from the same standard set of questions, follow-up questions depended upon
how each participant responded to this question about their experiences with declassification. As
a result, spontaneous and repeated clarification of responses was necessary (Englander, 2012;
Van Manen, 2016) in multiple interviews. The goal of all follow-up questions, despite the point
in the interview they occurred, was to indepthly describe the processes and criteria each participant utilized when discussing declassification. Participant responses to these questions aided in a
rich description of each participant’s lived experiences, as well as noting how each person constructed meaning from the phenomenon of declassification (McPhail, 1995; Van Manen, 2016).
Finally, given the brevity of available research-based studies regarding declassification at
the high school level (Carlson & Parshall, 1996; Carlson & Reavey, 2000; SRI International,
2005), interview questions were additionally designed to address topics not currently prevalent in
available literature, as well as to provide additional angles for current practitioners from the high
school lens.
Researcher journal.
Groenewald (2004) noted that the researcher in phenomenological research will be
tempted to superimpose his or her opinions onto the data, or force the data into a specific outcome or meaning. Bracketing was the chosen method of defining the researcher’s epoche, and
reducing, to the greatest extent possible, the presupposition of meaning, participants’ thematic
intent, or relevance of comments (Groenewald, 2004). Utilizing researcher field notes as a secondary data source added further significance to the phenomenological value of the study. Jour-
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nal notes were collected throughout the interview process in order to retain a log of the researcher’s reflections regarding previously held insights, expanded understandings as a result of
participant responses, and in order to retain a record of the work as it was in progress (Groenewald, 2004; Van Manen, 2016).
The model set forth in Groenewald (2004) and Hycner (1999) was adapted for collecting
and bracketing researcher field notes. Bracketing, or epoche, refers to the researcher suspending
his or her own judgements, implications, or opinions during data collection and phenomenological discovery phases so the interviewees’ experiences can be holistically reported, reviewed, and
textualized. Therefore, in addition to recording field notes, bracketing of personal opinions and
preconceptions was conducted when data were collected and throughout the textualizing phase in
order to capture the essence of each participant’s individually lived experiences without interference from the researcher’s perspectives (Creswell & Poth, 2017; Groenewald, 2004; Van Manen,
2016). Further, the researcher was very familiar with the position of special education administrator; therefore, the need for bracketing was of utmost importance to limit potential bias in reporting of findings.
During the data collection phase, field notes were immediately recorded in a separate file
at the conclusion of each interview in order to capture the researcher’s initial impressions, insights gained, and to make specific note of any immediately identifiable biases assumed during
the interview. Content was added to the field notes journal throughout the data collection phase,
in order to keep a running record of pertinent thoughts, feelings, reactions, and potential biases
(Groenewald, 2004; Hycner, 1999; Van Manen, 2016).
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Phenomenological discovery.
Once data were collected, phenomenological methodology was utilized to explore the
conclusions of such data, which entailed the researcher reconstructing and textualizing the participants’ lived experiences through coding and reducing collected data (Groenewald, 2004; Van
Manen, 2016), what Van Manen (2016) termed as “reflective grasping” (p. 32) of the significance of specific data elements. Groenewald (2004), Hycner (1999), and Van Manen (2016) cautioned phenomenology researchers in their use of the word analyze to describe phenomenological explication of data. In their views, analyzing involves breaking data apart and reducing each
piece into separate elements, which is contrary to the aims of phenomenological research. Van
Manen (2016) proposed the terms discovery, reduction, or reflection in lieu of analysis, because
phenomenological data are comprised of a person’s memories, truths, and core beliefs. The job
of the phenomenological researcher, therefore, is not to analyze a person’s experiences for explanation or justification, but simply to discover, reduce, or reflect upon those experiences as the
scope of meaning for that individual (Van Manen, 2016).
In order to investigate collected interview data, a process adapted from Groenewald
(2004), Hycner (1999), and Van Manen (2016) was employed. To begin, all interviews were
transcribed from their audio formats, utilizing both hand-transcription and a technology-based
transcription service. After transcribing, the researcher verified each transcript by listening to
each audio recording and comparing it to the correlated transcript in order to gain maximum
depth of understanding of each participant’s individual experiences (Englander, 2012; Groenewald, 2004). The process of repetitive reviews of the transcripts was necessary in order to provide an accurate description of interview data collected and to represent the data in its whole, unbroken state (Van Manen, 2016). Through repetition, the researcher became intimately familiar
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with each participant’s responses, which assisted in creating a narrative that closely resembled
the participant’s experiences (Groenewald, 2004; Hycner, 1999). Throughout this phase of the
data reduction process, researcher journal notes were continuously bracketed and reduced in order to decrease the potential for researcher bias and to correct erroneous assumptions of participant intent.
Once the transcription process was completed, each interview participant received an
electronic copy of his or her transcript via email and was offered the chance to validate and
member-check his or her responses. The member-checking process stressed to each participant
the desire by the researcher to represent each respondent’s individual story with accuracy and
sensitivity to his or her experiences. Further, the member-checking process allowed participants
the opportunity to ensure their responses had been accurately portrayed, as well as allowed participants to suggest revisions to their recorded answers or to clarify the intent of specific comments (Bowen, 2005; Shenton, 2004; Stake, 1995). Member-checking further provided participants with the ability to extend their responses past the one-hour timeframe in which interviews
were conducted. Participants were provided with a specific time period within which to provide
any necessary revisions to their collected and transcribed responses. Four participants responded
to the member-checking invitation, and each of the four stated the electronic transcript was correct as presented and no modifications or additions were necessary. The three remaining participants did not respond to the request to verify or member-check his or her transcript. After the
noted time period elapsed, since no corrections or responses were received from the remaining
three participants, their recorded answers were utilized as were initially transcribed.
Following the member-checking phase of data reduction, all transcripts were uploaded
into the data analyzation software, NVivo, in order to assist with coding, categorical grouping of
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the data, and to assist with drawing connections between participants’ responses. Once all transcripts were uploaded into NVivo, another open reading of each transcript occurred, from which
the researcher selected a list of pertinent, novel, or relevant quotations within each transcript.
Such quotations were then grouped into thematic categories, as defined by their content, and thematic category headings were labeled within NVivo as codes, or nodes, as NVivo labels them.
Two additional close readings of each transcript ensued, in order to code additional responses
underneath the categorical node heading with which it most closely aligned. Throughout this
phase of the data discovery process, additional nodes headings were added, as dictated from repetitive and pertinent responses within the data. Additionally, researcher journal notes were continuously reviewed and bracketed in order to reduce researcher bias to the greatest degree possible. Where researcher bias was noted, corresponding data were re-coded underneath the more appropriate node category.
Throughout the data reduction process, NVivo was primarily used as a data repository
and organizational tool, and it did not provide the only source of coding and data-based revelations. A list of 18 different nodes headers resulted from the initial phase of data discovery and
thematic categorical grouping. The 18 distinct nodes headings were then grouped together into
clusters of holistic meaning, based on the similarity and significance of their content. From the
clusters of holistic meaning, repeated thematic ideas were reduced and noted from the culmination of each participant’s lived experiences (Groenewald, 2004; Hycner, 1999; Van Manen,
2016). In doing so, the list of nodes headers was consolidated and re-coded from 18 separate
nodes into six emergent themes (Creswell & Poth, 2017; Groenewald, 2004; Hycner, 1999; Van
Manen, 2016). Once six emergent themes were established, an additional close reading of each
thematic section was necessary in order to further synchronize and investigate patterns found
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within the data. The six emergent themes and all nodes data within each respective thematic category were printed out and hand coding of data commenced. Researcher journal notes were additionally reviewed and compared to thematic categories in order to further bracket the researcher’s epoche (Van Manen, 2016) and to ensure coding of data was commensurate with participant intent to the greatest degree possible. Following this phase of data reduction, the six
emergent themes were further consolidated into two commonly noted essential themes that were
prevalent throughout each participant’s responses. Within the discovery of two essential themes,
four incidental themes were also reduced from the data. The incidental thematic elements served
to reinforce the participants’ experiences with the essential themes (Van Manen, 2016).
Concurrent to the data reduction process, a special education practitioner who did not
contribute to the study as a participant also reviewed and verified the data. Data review by a nonparticipant special education practitioner served to affirm the researcher’s conclusions, as well as
to allow for further bracketing, or minimization of personal assumptions or biases, when analyzing this study’s results (Bowen, 2005; Creswell & Poth, 2017; Groenewald, 2004; Poggenpoel &
Myburgh, 2005; Shenton, 2004; Stake, 1995). In order to ensure the data reviewer’s credibility in
the field of special education, she was chosen based upon her service in various special education
positions for over twenty years, and because she possesses an earned doctoral degree in the field
of special education.
Following each of the above noted phases of data discovery and reduction, the researcher
narrated a cohesive response that assimilated information underneath each of the two essential
thematic experiences. The chronicling of such narratives was specified within the findings sec-
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tion of this research study and specifically attended to convergent opinions and responses in order to deduce critical agreements and the experiences common to the participants (Groenewald,
2004; Hycner, 1999).
Field notes reflection.
In order to delineate the researcher’s epoche, a model set forth in Groenewald (2004) and
Hycner (1999) was adapted and utilized within this study for chronicling and bracketing the researcher’s thoughts and potential biases throughout the data collection cycle. Collection of field
notes occurred immediately upon conclusion of each interview, and such notes were bracketed
and further reduced after each review of interview transcripts.
Continual revisiting of bracketed responses was necessary in order to define the potential
for additional biases or presupposition in data interpretation. Researcher field notes were assimilated into the study’s findings in order to discuss the participants’ responses with the researcher’s
impressions and bracketed reflections that were most closely interconnected with derived thematic categories of meaning (Groenewald, 2004; Hycner, 1999; Van Manen, 2016).
Findings
Findings discovered throughout the process of data reduction were coded into two categories of thematic significance, essential and incidental themes. Van Manen (2016) discussed the
difference between essential and incidental themes within a hermeneutic phenomenology study.
Essential themes are compromised from multiple incidental themes in order to provide a holistic
interpretation of data. Essential themes are considered critical to the phenomenon being studied,
so much so that without such themes the experience would cease to be relevant in that person’s
paradigm or within the context of the lived experience. Incidental themes can be considered as
subsidiaries of the essential experiences a participant relays throughout the interview process;
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however, such elements are merely supplementary to the essential experiences related to the phenomenon being studied (Van Manen, 2016). Data discovery for this study yielded two essential
themes regarding declassification as a phenomenon: common understandings of the meaning of
declassification and various concerns regarding the process and meaning of declassification. Incidental themes discovered throughout the data reduction phase served to compliment these essential themes.
Before discussing this study’s findings, it is important to provide a frame of reference for
the reader to understand the federally-guided regulations to which special education practitioners
must adhere in regard to declassification from receiving special education services. Federal legislation governing special education states a well-defined process for initially determining a child
to be a student with a disability, as well as a specific process for the tri-annual re-determination
of the continued presence of a disability and the subsequent need for special education services
(IDEIA, 2004). The tri-annual re-determination process provides a guiding framework from
which special education practitioners can base their practices; however, a detailed focus on declassifying students from receiving special education services is not specifically defined within
the law. The primary requirement for declassification noted within IDEIA (2004) is that a student
must be evaluated prior to an IEP team recommending a change in that student’s eligibility status
(Education Rule, 2016). Though the intent of this study was to share current special education
practitioners’ experiences regarding declassifying students from receiving special education services, language of the legislative rule for a change in eligibility status provides a backdrop
against which participants’ responses should be considered.
Additionally, as noted in Table 1, interview participants were special education leaders
with a vast array of experiences and several layers of responsibility; therefore, recording their
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learned experiences was a sensitive and delicate activity due to the legal nature of their jobs and
the personal portrayal of their experiences (Van Manen, 2016). According to current literature,
special education leaders are consistently charged with a wide array of tasks and responsibilities,
the primary of which being a depth of understanding of federal procedures for special education
compliance (Harper, 2012; Shealey, Thomas, & Sparks, 2012; Slee, 2001). When considering the
findings of this study, therefore, it is incumbent upon both the researcher and the reader to respect the participants’ positions and multi-faceted roles of responsibility within their respective
buildings, all of which contributed to their derived world views and the phenomenological value
of this study (Groenewald, 2004; Hycner, 1999; Van Manen, 2016).
Common understandings.
Understanding the federal laws that guide special education is essential to successfully
leading a special education department. Throughout the data discovery phase, several commonly
held beliefs and understandings amongst the participants became pervasively prominent. As a
result, an essential theme was noted regarding leaders’ understandings of processes they believed
should guide declassification. In addition, several incidental themes of common building-level
procedures and consistencies in the profile characteristics of a potential declassification candidate were noted. These two incidental themes served to underscore the common threads of understanding in regard to the beliefs they held toward declassification within their respective
buildings.
The first essential theme discovered within this study was a lack of clear understanding
among the participants in regard to proper procedures when considering declassification as an
option for students. Participants indicated a common understanding that two options exist within
federal law for declassification: re-evaluation or revocation; however, confusion surrounding the
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option of re-evaluation was prevalent among responses. According to participants, re-evaluation
for declassification entails an IEP team specifying the need for the student to participate in a psychological re-evaluation in order to potentially be declassified from receiving special education
services. In regard to her understanding of re-evaluation for potential declassification, one participant summed the totality of the guiding thoughts of several other participants when she stated
these procedures were “fuzzy” and “not clear cut.” Though several of their responses indicated
an understanding of the declassification process as defined by IDEIA (2004), such as the need for
“academic testing,” participants’ comments additionally indicated their broad confusion as to
what specific processes should be followed when an IEP committee may be considering declassification. As such, responses that indicated misunderstandings in regard to proper procedures
seemed to be a commonly experienced phenomenon among participants.
The majority of participants in this study stated they understood some form of educational assessment through a psychological re-evaluation was necessary in order for a student to
be considered for declassification through an IEP team decision; however, they were unsure as to
what were the parameters of the re-evaluation. The leaders who had the most years of experience
seemed to be more definitive in their responses, with one participant almost verbatim quoting the
federal re-determination process (Education Rule, 2016) by stating an IEP team must “go
through the eligibility process;” however, she additionally noted “but the eligibility process can
be a records review of current functioning, work samples, observations.” Despite their consistently noted confusion with the declassification process, several participants cited their concern
with the procedure of a psychological re-evaluation being required before declassification could
be commenced, noting the framework provided within the law was not definitive enough for a
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consistent practice from one building to another. One participant succinctly explained her confusion by stating she believed there was a great need for “…consistencies of what (the procedures)
look like,” because “there’s no plan (for declassification), because there’s no process.”
As an incidental theme regarding lack of clear understanding with declassification procedures, respondents also noted that declassification procedures for specific categories, such as
emotional behavior disorder (EBD) or other health impairment (OHI), were additionally confusing for practitioners. Several leaders noted that students being considered for declassification under these specific categories of special education eligibility should not follow the same procedures as a student served under the category of specific learning disability (SLD), because the
regulations to become initially eligible for special education services for each of these categories
are different, which serves to add more confusion to the declassification process. Participants
noted it would be helpful if specific quantitative measures that an IEP team could consider for
each exceptionality category were detailed within federal procedures, such as a specific math or
reading score, or a standardized set of guidelines to help IEP teams navigate through the process
of declassification.
Respondents noted a second procedural option for declassification exists, which is to revoke placement in special education. According to federal legislation, parents can revoke their
consent for placement in special education at any time. Additionally, as students turn 18 years
old, their educational rights transfer to them from their parents, giving them the authority, at that
time or thereafter, to revoke consent for special education placement without parental consent
(Education Rule, 2016). Several leaders explained their varied experiences with parents and
older students choosing to revoke consent for special education placement as a declassification
option. When the option of revocation for declassification was utilized, participants noted some
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parents chose to revoke placement instead of forcing their child to participate in an updated psychological evaluation. This sentiment echoed several respondents’ suggestions that allowing an
IEP team to make a unilateral decision toward declassification without the need for an updated
psychological evaluation would help many parents feel that their child had accomplished something, rather than the negative connotation of the word revoke seeming as if it was their only
other option. Participating leaders explained their belief that many parents felt that revoking conveyed a sense of failure, as if their student had not accomplished anything while being served
through special education for any length of time. Participants expressly noted the frustration
many parents have felt when they believed their child was ready to be exited from special education, but they did not want their student to be required to participate in a new evaluation. Due to
the constraints of ambiguous procedures within federal legislation (IDEIA, 2004), respondents
believed parents may have felt stuck in special education with no viable way out.
Despite ambiguity in regard to federal procedures for declassification, multiple participants noted agreement with what they believed was the aim of special education services, “…we
work to remove them from support, because that’s what we’re charged to do;” removal of support is “our big picture goal, it’s supposed to be.” Given this, several incidental themes were also
noted among participants’ common experiences with procedures in regard to declassification. Incidental themes included commonly utilized declassification procedures and consistent descriptions of scholastic profiles which indicated to participants that a student may be a potential candidate for declassification.
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Common procedures.
Though special education leaders who took part in this study indicated experiencing confusion regarding procedures for declassifying a student from special education services, an incidental theme regarding common procedures they have implemented in their respective buildings
in order to help IEP teams determine if a student would be a potential candidate for declassification was also noted. One participant explained, “…from an educational standpoint, we should
only be looking at those kids who are really ready.” In this respect, participants agreed that the
overarching criteria for students who could be potential candidates for declassification was students who had “mastered what (their) deficit areas were.” Among their common procedures were
consulting with their school’s psychologist, discussing all pertinent data points with a student’s
parents, reducing the level of direct services provided to the student, and consistently removing
services before pursuing declassification.
Before discussing the potential for declassification within an IEP meeting, participants
indicated a common procedure was to consult with the school psychologist prior to convening
the IEP team. In their experiences, participating leaders indicated consulting with the school psychologist provided IEP case managers an opportunity to have the school psychologist explain the
results of the student’s previous evaluations in light of their current functioning so the case manager was more prepared to discuss these elements during an IEP meeting. Having the school psychologist attend the IEP meetings where declassification would potentially be discussed was also
noted as an effective procedure to help parents and other IEP committee members equally understand the results of the previous evaluation as compared to the student’s current functioning so
the IEP team could make the most informed decision.
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Additionally, leaders who participated in this study considered it critically important to
have a conversation with a student’s parents regarding all data points that indicated support for
declassification before convening a full IEP team meeting. Participants stated they had encountered many parents throughout their careers who were unaware of declassification as an option or
“the ultimate goal” of an IEP; therefore, they deemed it helpful to have a data-based conversation
before convening a full IEP meeting so the parents were not caught off guard or surprised by the
declassification discussion. Further, respondents noted they believed it was important for an IEP
team, including the parents, to hear the psychologist’s explanation of what assessments would be
utilized if an IEP team deemed a re-evaluation was necessary at that time. Respondents felt that
parents and students may not understand the evaluation process and that having the school psychologist present in the meeting was important to assuage concerns and to narrow the IEP team’s
focus of the re-evaluation process so they could make an informed decision when considering
options and making recommendations.
For students being considered as potential candidates for declassification, a common experience participants noted was IEP teams recommending a reduction in the level of direct services provided to students by placing the student on the consultative level of LRE placement and
tracking progress data for a least two semesters prior to an IEP team considering declassification
any further. According to participants, the consultative model of LRE service provided a student
with direct support from a special educator on a routine basis, but those services were provided
outside of the classroom setting, and no direct services were offered in the classroom. Participants felt that the data collected from this type of reduction in services was critical to helping
IEP teams make informed, data-driven decisions for students.
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Additionally, several participants specifically noted they also recommended to their
teachers to ensure the student was brought into the conversation of reduction in services, in addition to the parents, within the IEP meeting. Common practices specified were allowing the student to self-advocate as to which services he or she believed were required and then reducing
services in that student’s IEP to only those specific services, while monitoring progress over a
period of no less than two semesters. Participants in this study stated their belief that if students
were in high school and being considered for declassification, then it was paramount to have that
student’s voice represented within the declassification discussion. IDEIA (2004) requires students who are aged 14 and older to participate in their IEPs through development of a Transition
Plan, but it does not prohibit IEP teams from including the student on all other portions of the
IEP process. Respondents noted their belief that high school students could provide the IEP team
with specific information regarding how much assistance they felt they required and whether or
not they felt that they had sufficient strategies already in place to be successful. Leaders noted
they believed the student voice in the process was oftentimes lost in the conversation, especially
when the student was below the age of 18 and not legally able to make educational decisions on
his or her own and without permission from his or her parents.
Given this study was focused on the high school level, participating leaders felt that
working to reduce and remove support from students as they proved successful with lesser services was “what we’re charged to do.” Concentrating on what they termed as the “big picture” of
special education, leaders commonly expressed their belief in the strategy to allow students the
opportunity to be successful with reduced special education services before they graduated high
school. Further consensus of participants’ experiences indicated these leaders felt that if students
were demonstrating their ability to maintain progress in middle school, then an IEP team should
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consider giving students the benefit of services while they were moving from middle to high
school, while closely monitoring potential declassification candidates and reducing accommodations by year two or three of high school if the student was capable and the teachers and IEP
team felt the IEP process was moving in that direction. The majority of participants indicated
that the high school level was the most appropriate level of schooling in which declassification
should be explored, because, “…they might have been doing this 16 years or more, (and) learned
some of the strategies on their own.”
Consistencies in profiles.
An additional incidental theme of consistency in the scholastic profile of a student being
considered as a candidate for declassification was noted among participants in this study. When
reviewing a student’s readiness level for potential declassification, participants provided a variety of identifiers that have been common in their experiences. In their experiences, these markers
were considered as the primary identifiers that IEP teams have specified as pertinent and necessary characteristics of a student who may be considered a prospective candidate for declassification. A specifically germane quote that encapsulated the similar sentiments among all participants in regard such criteria was, “They’ve mastered everything. They’re receiving no accommodations in the classroom. We have no justification or criteria for which to have them remain eligible.” As such, common identifiers noted from participants were good grades, reduced level of
accommodations and specialized instruction required for success, and specific time periods of
academic success with reduced IEP services.
Among the most common identifiers noted by participants were good grades, a student
who required very little support or classroom accommodations, and a student who did not require
specialized instruction in order to progress in his or her respective classes. Mastery of IEP goals

74

and objectives was also noted as an identifier; however, respondents explained that the abovenoted characteristics were symbiotic with mastering IEP goals and objectives so they did not
consider mastery as a separate necessity. Put simply, respondents noted if an IEP team had determined appropriate the goals and objectives, as well as implemented appropriate accommodations
and specialized instruction techniques, then mastery of the goals and objectives should be a byproduct of success with these services.
Further, respondents indicated a common time frame to monitor a student’s progress
when a student was placed on the consultative model of LRE placement and had his or her IEP
supports and services reduced. In their experiences, participants noted IEP teams have monitored
a student on a reduced level of service for no less than one-to-two semesters, while documenting
the student’s progress both behaviorally and academically. Organization and maturity were also
noted as primary data points IEP teams considered when tracking the progress of a student once
he or she was placed on the consultative model of LRE placement and had his or her IEP services reduced. Leaders who took part in this study cautioned for the necessity to “look at the totality of reasons,” or the “whole child” to determine when a reduction in services, as well as declassification, may be appropriate. One participant specifically stated, “…you (need to) have a
full (IEP) team to (have)... a thorough discussion, about their accommodations and the goals and
objectives, because when you’re looking at placement, they might not need as much support.”
Another participant additionally noted this could be the case especially “…if they are using their
coping skills that they have learned with many years of specialized instruction.”
In summary, participating leaders noted their overall confusion with procedures detailing
the necessity of a psychological re-evaluation prior to pursuing declassification; however, they
noted their desire to see declassification promoted as the “big picture” for SWD learners who
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were able to be removed from special education. Leaders additionally explained their experiences with parents and students choosing to circumvent the psychological re-evaluation process
by revoking consent for placement within special education so the student could be declassified
from receiving special education services without participating in the re-evaluation. Though
common misunderstandings were experienced and noted among the leaders who participated in
this study, participants also indicated they implemented common procedures and identified a generic scholastic profile within their respective buildings so IEP teams would have a framework to
follow when data indicated declassification could be an option for an SWD learner. These commonly instituted procedures served as de facto guidelines in lieu of federal legislation providing
a specific set of criteria for students to be considered as candidates for declassification. Leaders
indicated they believed implementing these guiding recommendations for procedures and student
profiles ensured their respective buildings had a process to follow so that students could be removed from special education when they earned that opportunity (see Figure 1).
Common concerns.
The second essential theme discovered through participants’ experiences was multiple
points of concern regarding declassification as an option for SWD learners. Additionally, respondents indicated incidental themes of concern from two perspectives: theirs, as building-level
leaders, and from parents. Concerns from their perspectives as leaders primarily entailed frustration with their inability to spend sufficient time training their respective staffs on fundamental
special education procedures so declassification could be pursued more often. Additionally, participants provided numerous examples of concern and apprehension from parents when declassification was discussed as an option for their respective children.
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Leaders’ concerns.
Throughout the interview process, pervasive commentary from several participants revealed a self-reflective desire to do more, as leaders, to ensure students who may potentially
qualify to be declassified from special education were being identified and properly evaluated.
Among these concerns were the time constraints they experienced, as leaders, to train their staffs
on a variety of building-level procedures, including those surrounding declassification. To underscore this concern, several respondents noted their experiences with IEP teams choosing to keep
similar services in a student’s IEP year after year, without proper focus placed on a reduction of
services in response to students’ data-based successes. Responses indicating their desires to better train their staffs included, “(When) new teachers come in…there’s so much to learn…” and,
“You’re so embedded into dealing with the actual document of the IEP and all it contains and
mandates that it can be overwhelming to think about process.” As leaders, they believed it was
their role to train their staffs on proper procedures of not repeating the same IEP services from
year to year; however, they iterated a strategic concern with their time being divided among so
many tasks that it was difficult for them to provide necessary training in special education procedures.
Additionally, disconcerting experiences were noted regarding participating leaders’ perceptions that some IEP teams did not seem to be working as if the “big picture” for SWD learners was to help them progress each year so they could potentially be declassified from requiring
special education services. Several participating leaders termed this idea as “case manager apathy,” more specifically defined as teachers who seemed to continually recommend similar services for successive annual IEP meetings for students, even when progress had been noted within
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that student’s IEP. Interestingly, multiple participating leaders used the same phrase, “big picture,” to represent what they viewed as the goal of special education. Participants further noted
that training staff members in building-level declassification procedures would be easier if federal special education laws allowed for declassification simply through an IEP team decision in
lieu of a psychological re-evaluation; however, since the process requires a re-evaluation, leaders
continuously felt they were not providing proper training to their staffs to help them align with
the “big picture” as their guiding frame of thought.
Further, training IEP teams to ensure proper focus was placed on the specific needs of
each disability category, such as SLD, EBD, or OHI, was a perplexing task for participating
leaders. More specifically, several respondents described a concern with ensuring students were
initially made eligible under the correct eligibility category and served with appropriately aligned
special education services so that they had the best chance of success. For example, respondents
indicated students who were made eligible under the category of EBD may not require the same
interventions as students who were served under the category of SLD. Pervasive thoughts among
participating leaders indicated their belief that students who were initially made eligible under
the appropriate eligibility category and were able to receive specifically designed accommodations and instructional supports aligned to that category, would potentially be able to be declassified; however, leaders reiterated this idea required continual training and focus in order to be
achieved.
In conjunction with their concern of ensuring appropriate eligibility categories were applied, almost all respondents noted their belief in recommending additional evaluations at an appropriate time in a student’s educational career. Participants indicated they did not want their
staffs to simply wait until students were potential candidates for declassification before IEP
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teams recommended an updated evaluation. Though they cautioned against re-evaluating students at the change of schooling levels, they did note that students who entered high school with
an evaluation that was conducted in their elementary years of schooling were at risk of being improperly served. Instead, several leaders advocated for students to be re-evaluated at each level,
elementary, middle, and high, so that IEP teams could utilized updated data to make recommendations for students.
Furthering this line of thought, the majority of respondents concluded their belief that students should be re-evaluated by the school psychologist before they reached high school so that
proper high school services and placement could be provided prior to students exiting the K-12
education system. Citing the potential for students to be re-evaluated in high school and then no
longer qualify for any special education supports, many respondents stated they do not regularly
recommend students for an evaluation in the high school setting; although, the vast majority of
respondents additionally concluded their belief that high school was the most appropriate level
for a student to be declassified if a psychological evaluation indicated special education supports
were no longer required for that student to progress educationally.
Parents’ concerns.
In addition to the incidental theme of their concerns as leaders of special education departments, an additional incidental theme was noted by participants indicating prevalent concerns
in regard to their interactions with parents when declassification was discussed as part of the IEP
process. Respondents described the common experiences of parents responding in one of two
distinct manners: nervous support for the declassification process or vehement opposition to the
potential of removal of special education services.
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Overall, parents who were supportive, albeit many apprehensively so, were noted to be
receptive to the declassification conversation, but concerned with what their student’s education
would look like without special education support or not wanting their child to have to participate in a new evaluation in order to be declassified. One participant summed up the extent to
which she believed parents were apprehensive about their student potentially being declassified:
“…it tends to be more of a nerve issue. I would liken it to a kid going to kindergarten for
the first time or transition from elementary to middle school. It’s just uncomfortable for
them. Particularly for those who’ve had those services for some time. It’s just uncomfortable to think about it.”
In these instances, leaders noted they trained their staffs to explain to parents and students
that students who had progressed to the level of potential declassification were already being
successful with minimal support, and, therefore, had consistently displayed maturity and the ability to succeed without special education services. Participation in a new evaluation was also
noted to be a concern among some parents; however, leaders indicated in these instances they explained to parents that a new evaluation should be viewed as a culminating solidification of that
student’s success throughout his or her years of being served in special education. In either case,
leaders explained they worked with parents and students to ease the stress of removing special
education services by relying on established relationships with those parents and students to ensure them that the student no longer required special education services. Several leaders additionally noted they encouraged parents and students to view declassification as a type of graduation
that was worthy of being praised and celebrated.
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Though some parents were noted by participants to apprehensively support declassification, one leader summarized parents who opposed declassification at the high school level as being “afraid to let the services go,” or that these parents had a “fear of the unknown.” Multiple
leaders additionally noted they had experienced this type of parental opposition primarily at the
high school level. In their experiences, parental aversion to declassification seemed to be primarily due to trepidation surrounding whether or not the child would be able to continue to demonstrate progress if special education support was removed. To assuage parental fears, leaders
again noted they relied on previously established relationships to work with parents and students
to explain that declassification should not be viewed as losing the community support of special
education, but as gaining independence as evidenced by the student’s consistent achievements
leading up to declassification.
An additionally pervasive experience for participants was parents asking “What if…”
questions when the declassification conversation was initially introduced. Examples of such
questions were parents asking, “What if there were changes in medication?,” or “What if we
didn’t do extra tutoring after school?” or “What if they need support in college?” Several respondents noted these particular concerns most often in regard to students served under the category of OHI for conditions such as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Participants’
conclusions were that parents were looking at a scenario based on fear of losing services, instead
of focusing on what the students had accomplished or could potentially accomplish if he or she
was given more independence, as well as celebrating declassification as a milestone that indicated tremendous growth and success for the student.
In addition to the above concerns, respondents noted parents who were more adamantly
opposed to the declassification conversation also had several common viewpoints:

81

•

Their child still required special education services;

•

Those services were necessary so their child could receive accommodations on
tests, such as the Scholastic Achievement Test (SAT);

•

They did not want to provide consent for a new evaluation;

•

Specific concern over the child moving from one level to another without the benefit of special education support.

Leaders stated they, as well as their teachers, have reported experiencing stress in relation
to parents who proclaimed one or more of these reasons for opposition to the declassification
conversation. In these situations, declassification became more of a point of contention than a
source of pride in a student’s achievements, even when IEP data supported the student’s capability for decreased amount of special education services required to progress educationally.
As reported by participants, some parents were not receptive to the declassification conversation because they did not “want to give up the label,” because of the extra supports special
education provided, as well as the possibility for those supports continuing into future settings,
such as college or post-secondary environments. In these instances, leaders reported the need for
a difficult conversation with parents about IEP services through IDEIA (2004) terminating when
a student officially graduates from high school with a diploma or ages out of the secondary education system, as well as their experiences that colleges do not always accept students’ IEP accommodations and transfer them into the post-secondary setting. For these reasons, participants
believed it was their duty to help prepare students to become as independent as possible by appropriately reducing special education services before they exited the secondary education system.
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Overall, respondents reported the need for IEP teams to educate parents on the potential
of declassification and to explain that the goal, or “big picture,” of special education should be to
improve a student’s level of independence and self-advocacy so that the supports could be integrated and generalized into a student’s educational strategies toolbox. Additionally, participants
reported a desire to help parents see what the future could look like for their students without
special education services, and whether or not the student’s life would be greatly impacted if
they were already receiving minimal services in high school.
In summary, leaders proposed a solution to their consistent feeling of not having enough
time to properly train their staffs to view declassification as the goal of an IEP, as well as a potential solution to alleviate parental anxiety and disagreement with declassification. In their
views, adding declassification as a topic of discussion at every annual IEP meeting, for every
student, whether or not it was factually being considered, would serve to alert their respective
staffs to consistently view an IEP as a tool for marking progress and declassification being the
ultimate goal. Additionally, leaders indicated implementing this additional talking point within
annual IEP meetings would potentially also serve to alleviate parental apprehension, because the
declassification discussion would become a procedural norm, instead of an outlier. Though participants indicated their belief that not all students who were served through special education
may be candidates for declassification, such as learners served through the intellectual disabilities (ID) categories, for example. However, participants noted they believed declassification
would be pursued more often for SWD learners who were potential candidates for declassification if IEP teams discussed this notion from the initial inception of eligibility (see Figure 2).
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Figure 1. Summary of essential theme one.
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Figure 2. Summary of essential theme two.
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Discussion.
Participants within this study provided strikingly similar responses to most interview
questions, which indicated common experiences and application of special education procedures.
Though each participant’s individual stories and narrative of experiences were noteworthy and
provided inspiring examples of care and dedication, synchronicity was revealed through participants’ responses. This harmonization, in itself, weaves a phenomenological response of common
experiences despite the participants’ different backgrounds and years of experience in special education (Groenewald, 2004). The understated idea of how much benefit a student was receiving
from his or her IEP (Waterstone, 2017) was a commonly expressed sentiment throughout many
participant responses, which further indicated leaders were each constantly striving to improve
the educational experience for students with disabilities within their buildings.
In essence, one leader stated a succinct description of belief among the participants that
“…declassification would be not necessarily saying that their disability has gone away. Just that
they no longer require the specialized instructional support in order for them to access education,
because they have learned how to manage it themselves.” The following section describes a synchronization of currently available literature with this study’s participants’ responses in regard to
their understandings of federal procedures and their building-level responses to the ambiguity
within the law in regard to declassification. Though specific studies are not widely available that
focus on the ambiguity within federal law in regard to declassification, a description of noted
practitioners’ concerns with respect to declassification procedures is also discussed in light of
similarly available literature.
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Carlson and Parshall (1996) explained that special education leaders are often faced with
a daunting set of responsibilities, but specifically noted that special education leaders should focus on declassification practices within their buildings. Among the special education leadership
participants in the current study, a common response in regard to declassification was the desire
to place emphasis on this concept but confusion with the specific steps of the process to ensure
compliance with federal laws. One participant noted her frustration with ambiguity within current special education legislation by saying, “I think when it comes to the legislation, a law or a
bill can have a good intent. And then…it becomes almost so overprotective or it loses its intent
to where it prevents you from doing other things.” This insightful response can be traced to previous legislators’ intentions to create regulations for SWD learners to have equal access to public
education (Congressional Research Service, 1985); however, leaders in current practice have become frustrated by the lack of clarity within federal regulations. For example, respondents within
this study indicated their understanding that students were required to be re-evaluated before declassification could be pursued; however, several participants indicated confusion as to the depth
that evaluation was required to entail.
Bowen and Rude (2006) discussed the historical reauthorizations of federal legislation for
SWD learners and noted that each successive set of federal guidelines has served to improve educational conditions for students with disabilities; however, practitioners within this study indicated their continued frustration with the lack of explicit federal guidelines for declassification.
More specifically, participants in this study repeatedly expressed frustration with their understanding of federal procedures requiring a new psychological evaluation before declassification
could be considered by an IEP team, and several respondents discussed their experiences with
some parents being equally frustrated with these federal procedures. Participants’ suggestion to
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clarify confusion found within the law was to allow IEP teams to recommend declassification
based on available data, but without the requirement for a psychological re-evaluation. From the
viewpoint of the practitioners who participated in this study, this adaptation would greatly increase their ability to pursue declassification more often for students who demonstrate such readiness.
Despite ambiguously stated federal procedures, leaders who participated in this study explained they trained their respective staffs on general guidelines and scholastic profiles that
would indicate a student may be a candidate for declassification. Though their building-level
procedures were not specifically stated within codes of federal regulations for SWD learners, the
guidelines they utilized were anchored in the standard of helping students to progress educationally and receive maximum benefit from their IEPs (Waterstone, 2017). In essence, each of these
leaders framed their own tenets for declassification and bordered their aims in helping students
become independent learners who could be successful without the support of special education.
One of their noted indicators of success was a student’s classroom grades. The results of Carlson
and Parshall (1996) found similar sentiments among high school practitioners in regard to indicators of whether or not a student was in need of special education services. In this study, high
school general education teachers and counselors stated they believed classroom grades were an
important gauge of how well a student would perform if special education services were removed (Carlson & Parshall, 1996).
Further, despite having generic procedures in place, participants within this study expressed their continued concern with their abilities, as leaders, to properly train their respective
staffs on these procedures, as well as other fundamental processes for special education practitioners. In their views, which aligned with the sentiments of Carlson and Parshall (1996) and
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Harper (2012), special education leaders are tasked with so many diverse responsibilities that
training on fundamental elements of special education practices are often difficult to establish
and maintain, much less training on a concept such as declassification. Additionally, respondents
indicated their belief that lack of training contributed to case managers who seemed apathetic to
declassification being the “big picture” for students served through special education, because
teachers’ time was focused on ensuring only basic compliance with IEP procedures instead of
stepping back to view the more broad notion that a student’s progress should lead them toward
eventual declassification.
Additionally, given the aims of hermeneutical phenomenology to search for meaning
within a phenomena (Van Manen, 2016), multiple participants underscored their personal and
guiding definition of declassification as the ultimate goal, or “big picture,” of special education.
This meaningful sentiment provides further evidence of the need for clarity of federal special education procedures regarding declassification, as well as the need for special education leaders to
have the time to train their respective staffs on all elements of federal law. Put simply, if special
education leaders are attempting to guide their staffs toward understanding maximum IEP benefit
(Waterstone, 2017), specifically to the degree of declassification, then it behooves federal legislation to follow that same path of meaning and underscored importance.
Additional concerns noted by respondents in this study were in regard to experiences
with parents when declassification was discussed as an option for their respective students.
Though some parents seemed supportive of the declassification conversation and the ensuing
process, other parents were noted to have been afraid of how their students would perform if the
special education services their student had for an extended amount of time were suddenly removed. A pattern of experiences among participants indicated their perception was that parents,
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at times, thought their student needed more support than the school actually had academic and
progress data to support. Even after multiple data points were discussed with parents, common
responses from participants indicated an overall sense of fear, trepidation, or refusal from some
parents to consider declassification as a viable option for their student. Multiple respondents,
however, noted the need to involve high-school aged students in the declassification conversation so that their opinions were considered in addition to their parents’ opinions. Carlson and
Reavey (2000) indicated similar conclusions, and noted the student’s voice should be considered
with equal weight when considering declassification. In their findings, Carlson and Reavey
(2000) noted that high school students were often the ones who initiated declassification, not the
school or the parents, because they believed they could be successful without special education
services. Despite the parental concerns or fears noted by participants within the current study,
several leaders indicated they believed the student’s voice in the declassification conversation
should be explicitly considered. These sentiments, therefore, should be considered along with the
results of Carlson and Reavey (2000).
Additionally, an important phenomenological assertion can be derived from the participants’ perspectives of parental concerns, as noted within their experiences. Respondents consistently noted specific instances of parental agreement or disagreement with the idea of declassification, and also noted how those parental responses shaped their response to the situation, as a
leader. As a result, the leaders’ reactions to a situation of declassification were shaped by the actions of the parents. These interactions provided the leaders with a new avenue from which to
base all future interactions (McPhail, 1995) with that parent and toward which paths they guided
that child, whether toward declassification or away from it. This notion is a powerfully critical
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example of how leaders’ actions can be shaped, not by federal legislation, but by their experiences (Van Manen, 2016).
As a means of addressing their insecurities regarding lack of time to train their staffs, as
well as a means of potentially lessening parental fear and opposition to declassification, participants noted their desire to make declassification a consistent talking point within all IEP meetings, beginning at initial eligibility. This idea has not been widely reported within other currently
available studies; however, it bears consideration in light of the experiences of this study’s participants. In their estimation, having the declassification conversation far in advance of it being
an actual reality for students would frame the role of special education as a means to a successful
end for all students, instead of a final academic resting place. The proposed inclusion of declassification as a talking point within IEP meetings further underscored participants’ frustration with
the lack of depth in federal guidelines regarding declassification.
In summary, using the tenets of the hermeneutic phenomenological methodology, the primary aims of this study were to add to the body of available literature regarding declassification
from special education services through exploration of the lived experiences of high school special education leaders, specifically high school special education administrators and department
chairs. The perspectives of these specific leaders are critical to the declassification conversations,
because they represent those who were charged with ensuring local school compliance with federal legislative requirements for SWD learners, as well as the level of schooling which is the last
stage for students to receive special education services under IDEIA (2004). Further, hermeneutical phenomenology research seeks to understand a phenomena “from the inside” (Van Manen,
2016, p. 8), rather than from merely an intellectual standpoint of depth (Van Manen, 2016). As
such, a guidepost of this study was to explore and represent through text the lived experiences of
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special education practitioners who were most likely to have had experiences regarding the phenomena of declassification, and, therefore, were best suited to construct and extrapolate meaning
(Van Manen, 2016) of declassification from their experiences. Further, understanding that our
experiences shape our frame of reference and actions, this study brings value to current special
education practitioners by providing a sample of special education leaders and their experiences
in a field that is bordered by an extensive set of federal rules (Groenewald, 2004; Hycner, 1999;
IDEIA, 2004). Given the repeated sentiments of respondents who participated in this study, a
common beliefs regarding the meaning of declassification can be textualized (Creswell & Poth,
2017; Van Manen, 2016), as well as the need for additional clarification of federal procedures.
Implications.
The federal guidelines for initial eligibility into special education are specifically detailed
within IDEIA (2004). General guidelines for initial eligibility are provided, as well as more specific procedural requirements based on the exceptionality category being explored by the IEP
team. However, the guidelines for a change in eligibility status, such as from eligible to not eligible, are significantly less specific, and do not detail specific procedural guidelines for different
disability categories (Education Rule, 2016). This lack of procedural specificity for declassification has proven to be a stumbling block for practitioners and leaders, alike, as noted by participants within this study. As such, several policy and practical implications should be considered
from this study’s results.
Policy implications.
Based on their broad experiences in special education, leaders who participated in this
study indicated the need for specific changes that would assist IEP teams and special education
practitioners when working with students and families toward declassification. Suggestions can
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be categorized by proposed changes that would require federal law adjustments, including implications based on the recent Supreme Court decision in the Endrew F. case, and proposed changes
that could be implemented on the local district level.
One of the frustrations respondents noted regarding the currently ambiguous legislative
process for declassification was that IEP teams should be allowed to make the decision to declassify a student from receiving special education services without the requirement for an additional
psychological evaluation. Their suggestion was to allow an IEP team this unilateral authority
when sufficient raw data, which included a pattern of success with reduced services and maintenance of progress over time, was present. Participants also noted their belief that the re-evaluation process was cumbersome and lengthy. They further noted their belief that requiring a psychological re-evaluation before declassification could be fully pursued would reduce the number
of students who could potentially be declassified.
Further recommendation for policy changes in the declassification process were noted by
respondents stating they would like to have definitive steps for pursuing declassification by each
specific category of special education eligibility. Multiple participants noted that without definitive steps for declassification by each exceptionality category, the procedures for declassification
could become confusingly subjective within different buildings. Both of the above suggestions,
however, would require federal law (IDEIA, 2004) to be updated to include more specificity in
the process for determining a change in eligibility status, such as declassification. Additionally,
policy implications exist in light of the Supreme Court’s 2017 ruling in the Endrew F. decision.
Given the new standard of FAPE detailed in the Endrew F. decision (Waterstone, 2017), declassification has the potential to become a more consistent practice as school districts place greater
emphasis on student growth and evidence of progress.
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Practical implications.
In their work regarding organizational structures, Bolman and Deal (2008) discussed the
structural frame of an organization as being the critical skeleton from which all elements of the
organization spring. Proper structure ensures not only seamless alignment between the organization and the organisms which comprise the organization, but it also allows for procedural efficiency and consistency. The overarching goal of structure within an organization is to align people and systems into their most natural roles so both can perform at maximum capacity (Bolman
& Deal, 2008). Consistent with the idea of the necessity for structural alignment for maximum
effectiveness, multiple respondents within this study stated they would like to see several new
IEP procedures put into place within their respective buildings and school districts. In essence,
their views entail adding new procedures into previously established IEP meeting structures,
which would allow them to help remind staff and parents to focus on declassification as the “big
picture” goal for students served within special education.
Similar to their conversation surrounding an organization’s structural needs, Bolman and
Deal (2008) also discussed symbols within an organization as allegorical examples of motivation
from which workers could draw. This same idea of the power of symbols can be applied to an
IEP team and the declassification discussion. Symbols within an organization are meant to stir
emotions and provide a reference point in which all parties can agree and rally around. Multiple
participants within this study noted the need to add a new element of structure to IEP meetings
by discussing the idea of declassification with parents and students at every annual IEP meeting.
In their view, framing IEP meetings through the symbolic focal point of declassification being
the “big picture” could become a powerful point of unification and alignment of purpose be-
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tween the parents, the student, and the school. This aim could be accomplished by school districts adding declassification as a talking point in the transition section of each IEP meeting. One
avenue students at the high school level participate in their IEP meetings is by creating and revising a transition plan that details specifics about their goals for after they leave the secondary
school setting (Education Rule, 2016). Adding a talking point within the transition planning section that discusses declassification and each student’s current progress toward achieving that aim
would be an informal means by which IEP teams could address declassification at each IEP
meeting.
Additionally, participating leaders noted a concern regarding the need for specific profile
characteristics for declassification within each eligibility category. A practical suggestion to address this concern would be for a school district to assemble a checklist of suggested assessment
measures and applicable scores as a guide for IEP teams to utilize when discussing declassification at IEP meetings. Participants suggested compiling a scale of quantitative measures, such as
reading inventory scores, math inventory scores, standardized test scores, grade ranges, and cognitive measure scores that could be utilized by IEP teams as a basis from which to begin conversations regarding progress toward potential declassification. This checklist, however, would
simply be based in practical suggestions and not guided by federal policy. Respondents noted the
combination of discussing declassification at each IEP meeting, along with a district-provided set
of quantitative guidelines for applicability of declassification, would accomplish the purpose of
ensuring declassification could become a focal point as the end goal for SWD leaners who are
able to achieve that aim. If these suggestions were implemented within a district, then buildinglevel special education leaders could incorporate these practices into their departmental expectations, as well.
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Finally, several participants in this study indicated their belief that students should participate in an educational re-evaluation before beginning high school. A practical suggestion to address this concern would be for school districts to require a re-evaluation for all SWD learners
after they complete the level in which they were initially made eligible for special education services. For example, if a student was initially made eligible for special education services in elementary school, then that student would be psychologically re-evaluated before he or she attended middle school, or before he or she attended high school if initial eligibility was established in middle school. Though this suggestion may place additional burdens on school psychologists to complete more evaluations within a given school year, the procedure of initiating a
new psychological evaluation at every level of schooling could be implemented as a district procedure and would not require a change in IDEIA (2004) regulations.
Limitations.
Inherent within the phenomenological methodology are specific limitations surrounding
generalizability of results for differing contexts other than the context represented within the
study (Creswell & Poth, 2017; Hycner, 1999). In addition to generalizability, limitations relative
to this study were the amount of time each participant was interviewed in order to describe their
lived experiences (Van Manen, 2016), as well as the potential for researcher bias (Van Manen,
2016). Findings should be interpreted as representative of the experiences of these seven leaders,
and not necessarily as representative of and applicable to the experience of all special education
leaders as a result of these potential limitations.
Given this study represented the experiences of seven special education leaders from one
school district within the Southern part of the United States, applicability of results to other leaders in different locations and school districts may be limited. Additionally, though the leaders

96

who participated in this study had previously held other positions within the field of special education, such as paraprofessional, teacher, or speech and language pathologist, leaders described
their experiences relative to their individual careers and communicated these stories in light of
their personalized world views (Van Manen, 2016).
An additional limitation to this study was the amount of time each participant was able to
participate in the interview process. In order to have access to a variety of participants across
multiple buildings, interviews were limited to one hour each. Given this time constraint, each
participant was unable to provide a lengthier response regarding his or her lived experiences of
declassifying students from receiving special education services. Though the participants were
able to provide a breadth of examples regarding their respective experiences with declassification, the standard of depth in phenomenological research was not explored to its maximized potential, and, therefore, could be considered a limitation to providing richer and deeper explications of each participant’s respective experiences (Van Manen, 2016).
Though data were collected to the point of redundancy and saturation, the researcher attempted to establish maximum rapport with participants to cultivate an environment where the
respondent felt comfortable sharing his or her experiences to whatever depth was possible. This
aided in reducing the effect of the timeframe limitation. Reflections from researcher field notes
regarding the time constraint of the interview process indicated overall smooth interview sessions. Giving participants the option to choose a face-to-face or over the phone interviews
seemed to be a helpful accommodation, because the majority of participants chose the phone option. As a result, the researcher and interviewee were essentially strangers via an innocuous
phone call; however, researcher field notes indicated this element greatly added to the level of
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trust established and rapport for honest and thoughtful responses. Further, as indicated in transcripts, participants who participated via phone conversation often provided additional depth of
explanation to their responses without prompting from the researcher. This indicated a level of
openness, comfortability, and trust given to the researcher, which minimized the limitation of
time constraint.
The potential for researcher bias also added to the limitations of this study. This limitation was noted and bracketed throughout the data collection and phenomenological discovery
phases of research. Given the researcher was familiar with the position of special education administrator, a temptation to provide personal anecdotes or assume intent was prevalent. Although, some anecdotal references offered by the researcher within interviews served a purpose
of providing context for a question or supporting rapport, multiple examples of bracketed researcher field notes indicated misinterpretation of responses from several participants because of
biases due to assumptions relative to personal experiences. In multiple instances, the researcher’s
initial interpretation of a participant’s response was opposite of what the participant intended,
and had to be clarified by the participant after the researcher reiterated initial understanding of
the response.
Further, as indicated by the researcher’s bracketing of field notes, the most difficult task
throughout the entire data collection phase was trying to not to superimpose comments or meanings onto the responses of the participants or cut the participants off mid-sentence with an overlay of the researcher’s assumptions. The researcher bracketed multiple instances regarding difficulty attempting to withhold judgement of participants’ responses and simply reporting statements as the participants offered them. Multiple instances were cited in the researcher’s field
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notes with presumptive rebuttals to participants’ comments or the researcher’s opinion of what
would prove her point as correct in comparison to participant’s noted opinion as he or she stated.
Additionally, several interview questions elicited more bracketed personal responses than
others from the researcher. More specifically, questions surrounding participants’ understandings
of declassification rules and procedures were difficult to not respond to than questions regarding
what procedures were in place in the participants’ respective buildings. Further, multiple participants stated they were confused by what they understood the declassification procedures to be,
which was an important piece noted in the problem background of this study; therefore, the researcher found it difficult to not state vehement agreement with this notion while documenting
the participant’s comments and experiences.
Multiple participants noted their concern with administering an evaluation which could
potentially lead to declassification if it would cause a student to lose special education services
or if it caused a disagreement between the parents and the local school. The researcher’s epoche
was particularly prevalent in regard to these comments, given her perceived understanding of
federal legislation and parameters of eligibility qualifications. More specifically, if students no
longer qualified for special education as determined by federal categorical regulations, then an
IEP team should not subvert the declassification process or continue to hold that child as a student with a disability longer than necessary.
Finally, researcher field notes indicated repeated verbal over-agreement during the interview process with participants who noted that some students who were initially identified for
special education services in elementary school had not been re-evaluated since being served in
that level. Bracketed responses indicated the researcher’s questions surrounding how those stu-
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dents were still being served as if they not had not shown any growth to warrant a new evaluation since their elementary years. Researcher field notes indicated vehement desire to assert the
researcher’s own experiences with this phenomena instead of simply documenting the participants’ experiences as they were detailed and dictated.
Given these potential limitations, inability for generalization of results, time constraints
during the interview process, and potential for researcher bias, this study’s results should be considered in light of these limitations. Additionally, future research in the area of special education
declassification should strive to reduce the impact of similar limitations.
Suggestions for future research.
Based on this study’s limitations, a primary suggestion for future research would be to
replicate this study in different parts of the United States in order to determine the level of similarity and continuity of experiences between special education practitioners in other locations.
Further, due to the gap in available literature regarding declassification at the high school level,
and the notion that this study could only address a small portion of that gap, future studies that
describe the experiences of other practitioners, such as teachers or school psychologists, as well
as parents’ perspectives, would also be beneficial to the field of special education research.
Additionally, future research that explores special education leaders’ experiences with
declassification to a greater degree of depth would also be beneficial to the field of special education research. Removing the one-hour time constraint and conducting interviews over a longer
period of time and multiple sessions would allow participants to detail a more rich description of
their lived experiences (Van Manen, 2016).
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In regard to a different angle not addressed within this study, potential future research regarding the impact on funding for schools when students are declassified would also be beneficial for school districts. Since 1966, school districts who provided special education services received additional federal monies in order to provide FAPE for SWD learners (Aron & Lopest,
2012; Congressional Research Service, 1985; Esteves & Rao, 2008). Due to the additional monies provided to school districts who serve students labeled as SWD, an important piece of the eligibility and declassification conversation surrounds funding, because a district who receives
funding for such students would receive fewer federal dollars if many students were declassified
from receiving special education services. Though not the focus of this study, the funding element could be considered a counter-argument to the declassification conversation by some practitioners; however, the value of restoration of dignity from removal of the label of disabled (Atkins, 2016; Banks, 2017) should be considered a priceless endeavor and worthy of further research.
Social justice.
Though not the focus of this study, the historical fundamental ideals of providing SWD
learners equality in the educational setting (Congressional Research Service, 1985) intersects cohesively with the modern movement toward social justice; therefore, future research that intertwines the ideals of social justice with special education practices would be beneficial to the field
of special education research.
Social justice theory includes a focus on marginalized groups within society (Liasidou &
Svensson, 2014; Theoharis, 2007), and, as such, includes those served through special education
(Atkins, 2016; Shyman, 2015). Further, social justice tenets seek to uncover the oppression of
marginalized groups and the necessity of restoring social dignity to these groups (Atkins, 2016;

101

Danforth, 2006; Danforth & Rhodes, 1987; Shyman, 2015; Toson, Burrello, & Knollman, 2013).
When a student is made eligible for special education, a label of disabled is instantly placed upon
that student, and this label has the ability to impact his or her social dignity (Atkins, 2016;
Banks, 2017). Declassification from receiving special education services, in essence, entails the
removal of such a label, and, therefore, should be considered a socially just outcome for students
who are served under the label of disabled for any period of time (Anastasiou et al., 2016;
Danforth, 2006; Danforth & Rhodes, 1987; Shyman, 2015; Theoharis, 2007), as well as a valuable topic for future special education research.
Conclusion
Students with disabilities are required to have their annual progress examined, as well as
a tri-annual re-determination by an IEP team of the continued need for special education services
(Education, 2016). Ensuring an in-depth examination of progress by means of a tri-annual reevaluation is needed so that adjustments to IEP services can be made (Ysseldyke & Bielinski,
2002) and the idea of declassification consistently remain at the forefront of practitioners’ and
special education leaders’ guiding thoughts.
As Bielinski and Ysseldyke (2000) noted, “…disability status is dynamic…,” (p. 2); however, currently available literature does not seem to support this as the prevailing belief or practice among special education practitioners and leaders. This phenomenological study, therefore,
was needed in order to explore this area of thought and to discover special education leaders’
perspectives on the subject of declassification. Leaders who participated in this study repeatedly
expressed their surety that special education teachers were trying their best to work on behalf of
students with special needs, but they were in need of guidance about how to pursue declassification with fidelity to both federal legislation and the most appropriate outcomes for students. As a
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result, more clear and concise policies at both the federal and local levels, participants believed,
would assist families and IEP teams in guiding more productive conversations toward receiving
maximum benefit from placement within special education.
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